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Q: Today is the 21st of August 1997. This is an interview with Joseph R. McGhee. This
is being done on behalf of the Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training and | am
Charles Stuart Kennedy. To begin with can you tell me when and where you were born
and something about your family?

McGHEE: | was born in Reading, Pennsylvania in 1952. My father worked as a claims
adjuster for a variety of insurance companies. We moved to Pittsburgh when | was very
young and | grew up there. My mother was a school teacher. | have a brother and a sister.

Q: You grew up basically in Pittsburgh?
McGHEE: That's right.
Q: What schools did you attend?

McGHEE: | attended the Churchill Elementary School then | was shifted to Schaeffer
School which was a new school that was built closer to my house. | went to Junior

High School. Then when | was 14 years old and about to go to senior high school |
obtained through a Pittsburgh press old newsboy fund a scholarship to a private school in
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Massachusetts. | was eligible for this because | had been a newspaper delivery boy and
later worked as a counter in the back of a newspaper truck. | went to high school at Phillips
Academy in Andover, Massachusetts. | graduated in 1969.

Q: So you went where George Bush went?
McGHEE: That's right. | saw George Bush as a congressman. He spoke to us there.

Q: I spent one summer in 1945 at Phillips in Andover taking a cram course in physics in
order to prepare me for the navy. Half way through there, a prime example of physics, the
atomic bombs were dropped and that ended my naval career.

McGHEE: My father was sitting on a ship in the Pacific. He had just come off Okinawa and
was getting ready to invade the home islands.

Q: Many of us were happy with this particular physics experiment. Prior to Andover had
you heard about the Foreign Service or even foreign affairs? Was this particularly of
interest to you at that time?

McGHEE: | had a kind of general interest in history even before | went there and it
developed quite a bit more while | was there. | did my major in college in history and
especially European history. | would say that incidental to that | did have some interest in
foreign affairs although | didn't begin to follow it at all closely until | was in college.

Q: While you were at Andover, or even before, was there any type of reading that you
concentrated on and enjoyed?

McGHEE: | did read quite a bit of history, increasingly so, while | was at Andover. It was
something | very much enjoyed. Also | like novels: trash novels, detective novels but | also
like English novels. Increasingly as | got older, and probably more while | was at
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college than while | was at high school, | read quite a bit of Dickens, Trollop, Jane Austin,
Thomas Hardy.

Q: They hold up very well don't they? What was your major or concentration at Andover?

McGHEE: It was just a high school. Most of the courses were required. When | did have a
choice | took an elective course in European history and then | took a course which they
offered there in Asian history. In my senior year | qualified to take a special seminar in
comic or humor writing over time. It started with Aristophanes and went on from there.
Other than that most of my free time was spent in sports. Also, as a scholarship boy, | had
to work two weeks out of three in the kitchen as a dishwasher.

Q: That kept you busy. What were your sports?
McGHEE: Soccer, wrestling and lacrosse.

Q: Where did you go to college, university?
McGHEE: Yale.

Q: Why Yale?

McGHEE: It is hard to say. We, the varsity teams at Andover, played against university
freshman teams. | would get down to Yale and I liked it. Lots of people from Andover did
apply to Yale and Harvard. | didn't really see any point in applying to both because it was
25 bucks a crack. | really only applied to three place and | got into all three and went to
Yale. | don't think | gave it all that much thought beyond that.

Q: While you were at Yale, what was your concentration?

McGHEE: European history.
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Q: You went into Yale when and graduated when?
McGHEE: | went in the fall of 1969 and graduated in June of 1973.

Q: You were there during the height of the Vietnam protests and all that? What were your
experiences during that time?

McGHEE: | was not especially active politically. | also played varsity sports at Yale and
that took up a good bit of time. | had a job and it made my first two years there rather easy
not to say downright pointless. One year the campus practically closed down. They gave
everyone a passing grade and sent them home in the spring because of various protests
that involved not only the Vietnam War but a number of Black Panther trials which were
taking place in New Haven at the time. Of course that effected everyone and some people
were engaged politically. | wasn't so much but | enjoyed the free time.

Then the next year there was a strike by the university's service personnel: cooks, janitors,
landscapers, security guards. That too was surprisingly effective in shutting the place
down and so again half the year was part time and no time and there were people on the
faculty that weren't teaching out of solidarity. Everything was sort of thrown up in the air. |
suppose that if | had been a more dedicated student | might have protested in some way
or tried to get reimbursed so | could make it up, but frankly | pocked my grade and went
about my business.

Q: Did you find at this time that there was any particular thrust of the history of European
affairs? | was wondering because | think many of the professors that came basically out
of your generation came out with a sort of a leftist bias, anti government and all that. | was
wondering about the faculty at that time?

McGHEE: My general impression was that at that time the faculty had a tendency to
keep its head down. | don't think that a lot of them really bought off on the thrust of all the
protest. At least there was probably some feeling that some of it had probably gone too far,

Interview with Joseph R. McGhee http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001407



Library of Congress

but on the other hand there was really not a great deal of support for the war in Vietham
or the Nixon administration in the faculty. | think a lot of people just kept their heads down,
did their teaching, and then went home. Obviously there were some faculty, especially
the younger faculty, who were much more active. There was a university chaplain' named
William Sloan Coffin, who was extremely active in the anti war protests. | would say it was
mainly the junior faculty, and even then among the junior faculty many were just inclined
to go about their business and steer clear of the protests. There was little that | saw in the
way of real leadership in the faculty at Yale at that time.

Q: It was a difficult time | think for many universities. You graduated in '73 then what?

McGHEE: Then | went to the School of International Affairs at Columbia and got a
masters.

Q: What concentration did you have there?

McGHEE: The SIA at Columbia, at least at that time, was divided up into institutes. When
you were taken into the program you had to be affiliated with one of the institutes. | was
affiliated with the institute for East and Central Europe which was everything between
NATO and the Soviet Union. In effect the program was not all that focused. You were
required to do a certain amount of work in the area of your institute but it was not really a
limiting factor at all.

Q: Did you have a particular country that you were looking at or a set of countries?

McGHEE: Yugoslavia in particular. In fact one of the things I did while | was there was |
took Serbo Croatian.

Q: What attracted you to Yugoslavia?

McGHEE: It is a little hard to trace it back to its beginnings. There was quite a bit of
interest. People tend to forget now after it has all fallen apart and they have all gone to war
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with each other, but there was a period in the '60s and '70s in particular when there was
quite a bit of interest in Yugoslavia both because it had this odd Titoist model of socialism
and it was prominent in the non allied movement. It had also succeeded in breaking away
from the Soviet orbit and maintaining a certain degree of independence. They had pretty
good relations with the United States. It was an active relationship. There were younger
Yugoslavs studying in the States. You would have a chance to meet them and talk to
them. It was just an interesting country at the time. It still is but for completely different
reasons.

We see now that a lot that was written and said about Yugoslavia at that time was
completely inaccurate. As soon as the Soviet threat was removed they were at each
other's throats. Tito being removed had something to do with it too. They were equally
afraid of the Russians and of Tito | suppose. In any event it all fell apart much more quickly
than anyone would have predicted. At the time it was interesting; and out of that slice of
countries there, it was the one where there was the most action and the most possibility for
interaction with the United States.

Q: I served in Yugoslavia, attracted by the same reasons that you said, from '62 to '67.
McGHEE: | was Yugoslavia desk officer here. | never quite made it out there.
Q: Did you have any people from Yugoslavia teaching?

McGHEE: Yes. In fact | took a course from a man named Bogan Denish. He taught a
course that was, | would say, focused on the political economy. It was supposed to be
about the Warsaw Pact and how it functioned, inner communist relations, and sort of
the economic functioning of communism. In the end, because of Denish's background, it
focused a great deal on Yugoslavia.

Q: While you were going through both Yale and Columbia had you any goal in mind in
terms of the Foreign Service?
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McGHEE: | took the Foreign Service test when | was part way through my junior year at
Yale. I was 20 when | took it. | passed it. For reasons that | don't recall | had signed up
initially to take it for the consular cone. | think | was told by someone in admissions or the
guidance office there that it was easier to pass the consular test. At that time everybody
did a regular chunk in the first part of the test and the subsequent part was divided into
conal specialty. | came down here to Rosslyn for the interview and soon it was apparent
that my interest was in political rather than consular. Besides, they pretty much said that
they weren't going to take any 20 year olds so | began in the political cone.

Q: Do you recall any of the types of questions or any of the questions that you were asked
in the oral exam?

McGHEE: | don't recall quite specifically what it was but the thrust of one question was,
and | don't remember which time this was by the way, that | was going to write some sort
of a report. We had gotten onto the subject of Yugoslavia for some reason and they asked
me that if | was going to write a report on X aspect of some event in Yugoslavia, how
would I go about collecting information about it. | don't recall that | answered it terribly well.
| said that | would look at the newspapers, read some magazines, talk to local officials
and politicians. Then | guess because | was in the university at the time, | said | would get
some specialist journal and consult articles about it. | didn't know any better.

Q: Did you go from Columbia into the Foreign Service?

McGHEE: | spent six months working as a laborer in Pittsburgh until they called me.
Q: You came into the Foreign Service when?

McGHEE: 1975

Q: Did you take the basic officer A 100 course?
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McGHEE: Yes from November through just before Christmas.

Q: Can you characterize your class? How was it constituted? How many male, female,
minorities?

McGHEE: | don't remember exactly. Much of the time we were put together with the
USIS incoming class. With the two together | would say that it was close to half and half
although it was probably more like 60/40 men to women. As to minorities, there was a
woman in USIS who had been born in the Philippines and there was a black officer in
USIS, too. Off the top of my head, | would say that was it for minorities.

Q: What was your impression of the basic officer course? Did it give you much insight into
how the State Department worked or any feeling for the Foreign Service?

McGHEE: No. Frankly I didn't find that it prepared me very much for what was coming.

It sort of gave you a chance to get your feet wet and | assume gave them a chance to
evaluate what they were going to do with you. Frankly | would have just as soon gotten my
first assignment my first day and gone and figured it out from there.

Q: Of course this was the way it used to work. Actually | think in the '30s you came in and
then they would send you off usually to a Canadian or Mexican post so you wouldn't go
too far. If anything went wrong it wouldn't cost too much to get you back. You would sort
of rotate for a year and a half, two years and then come on back for a little more training.
Then you were a full fledged officer.

McGHEE: In the late '60s they used to send you to Vietnam. | came into the A-100 course.
The head of the course was Dick Golds. Some of it was administrative stuff and some

of it was foreign. There were some things that | suppose were useful along the way.
Probably some of the more boring things like getting a sense for the visa handbook and
GSO handbook. Not much of it stuck with me very long. | found that it got pretty old. We all
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went up to Harpers Ferry and sat around and played some negotiation game. We did role
playing and | suppose bonded in some way. But frankly, | could have done without it all.

Q: What happened when you got out? You really got out in about early '76.

McGHEE: In January of '76 | went to Italian training. | forget if | went to the consular course
and ltalian training, or to Italian training then the consular course.

Q: What was you assignment?

McGHEE: | was ambassador's aide in Rome.

Q: You were in Rome from when to when?

McGHEE: From the beginning of July of '76 to July of '78.
Q: Who was the ambassador at that time?

McGHEE: John Volpe. He was former governor of Massachusetts and former Secretary of
Transportation.

Q: He was also big in construction wasn't he?

McGHEE: Yes. He and his brother had the Volpe Construction Company. They were
mainly road builders although | guess they did some government contracts. He had put his
money into some sort of escrow when he became governor of Massachusetts. He hadn't
been active in the construction business for at least ten years by the time | knew him. Two
terms as governor of Massachusetts, four years as Secretary of Transportation, and he
had been in Rome for over three years.

Q: So he was well in there by then. What was your impression of the situation in Italy when
you arrived in '767?
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McGHEE: Italy is always strange. The government has always been on the verge of
falling apart and yet the country seems to function nevertheless. Rome was nice. | was
happy to be there. It was a lot of fun. | spoke Italian at that time well enough that it was
easily accepted by people. On the other hand, the government was laboring along with
great difficulties. The Christian Democrats had gotten around 36 or 37 percent of the vote
themselves at that time. They had managed over the previous decade or so to completely
turn off all of their traditional allies so no one wanted to come into the government. They
had been forced to turn to the communists to get this kind of confidence vote. When the
confidence issue came up in parliament, the communists abstained. Andreotti managed to
run this thing with the ups and downs with a certain amount of paralysis at the center. For
the entire two years that | was there he was prime minister.

The big thing that was going on politically was the rise of terrorism. There were regular
terrorist

incidents involving the Red Brigades in particular but also a number of other less well
known groups. There was one called the Armed Totalitarian Neuche that was not as
numerous or as well financed as the Red Brigade but they were an issue. There were a
lot of politicians, policemen, other prominent people who were shot in the kneecaps. That
was a big Red Brigades thing. They occasionally gunned down an isolated policeman.
There were bombings. There was also a restless right wing movement that engaged in an
increasingly amount of violence at this time. There were regular violent clashes in Rome
between the police and various student and left wing groups. It was quite turbulent. During
this time also, Aldo Moro was kidnapped and murdered.

Q: He was a former prime minister wasn't he?

McGHEE: He was a six time former prime minister. Of course that was really traumatic for
the Italians. It was edgy. There was quite a bit of violence but it wasn't particularly directed
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at Americans. You'd get a shot through the window once in a while, but it was no real
difficulty being an American in Rome at the time. | really enjoyed it.

Q: What was you impression during this last year and a half of John Volpe as an
ambassador?

McGHEE: Actually seven months.
Q: What was your impression of how he operated?

McGHEE: He knew how to run a big organization. He ran a big construction company, he
was governor of a state, and he had run a big government department so he knew how
to do things. When he said to you that he wanted something done, he expected not to
have to say it again. If he got a decision document and he checked the little block that said
do this, then he didn't want to have a whole bunch of subsidiary decisions. He wanted to
get things done and keep things moving. He was plagued by high blood pressure during
a big chunk of the period that | was there so frequently he didn't come to work. | would
have to go out to the house lugging all of the days business out sometimes two or three
times a day. He had a temper and he liked to yell, but he didn't like to yell at the staff

in general. He saved his yelling for two or three people that worked for him directly in
particular myself.

He had a political aide that he had brought with him, a Boston lawyer that had been with
him at the Department of Transportation and came on out to Rome with him — Tom
Jamarko. He worked directly for the ambassador. They had little political jobs for him

and there was a certain amount of tension there between Jamarko and the rest of the
embassy. It didn't effect me very much. | had just arrived and it was my first job. All | had
to do was to make sure the ambassador got where he wanted to be and when he needed
to be there and had his papers when he wanted them and things like that. By and large
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| enjoyed working for Volpe in a sense that once you got used to the fact that there was
nothing personal when he screamed at you, he was a perfectly OK guy to work for.

He had certain views on the situation in Italy that | think were in part the product of the
fact that he was a first generation American. He had an image of Italy before he got there
that came from his parents who were a peasant family in Abruzzo, and he was not entirely
prepared for the ways in which Italy had changed especially since the Second World War.
He wasn't very comfortable with a lot of it, but it didn't keep him from doing his job. He did
it fairly well. There was no real problem. | personally did not like the sort of aide, personal
staff role as a role but it didn't have anything to do with Volpe personally.

Q: Did you find yourself caught at all between a political ambassador and a professional
DCM, political counselor, and all that? Did that cause any problems?

McGHEE: Not really. Most of them had been around for a while and knew what the score
was. When the ambassador was not coming to the office and | had to go out there, they
would occasionally slip papers into the pile that ought to have been explained better

or the person who produced it should have come along with me and discussed it with
the ambassador directly instead of using me as the messenger boy. It is just part of the
territory | guess.

Q: Volpe left | guess after the Nixon, or by this time the Ford administration. He retired
from office in '77?

McGHEE: Actually it was a little nasty in that when Carter took office, immediately
afterwards, or shortly thereafter in any event, they sent Walter Mondale on an around-
the-world tour of various capitals. He went to London, Paris, Bonn and then he went
on to Tokyo. Originally Italy had been left off the list and a bunch of Italian American
organizations complained about that and so Italy was added. The White House, or the
transition team, called essentially a week before this trip and said that they didn't want
Volpe to be in Rome when the Vice President got there. If he could go on vacation, go
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out of town, do anything but his face was not to appear on the same camera as the Vice
President. Volpe didn't like this and said he'd resign and get out before he'd be subjected
to that. He left rather abruptly at the beginning of February of '77.

Q: Who was the DCM at that time?
McGHEE: Bob Beaudry.
Q: What was your job after the ambassador left?

McGHEE: | spent a month or two collating and coordinating the implementation of the
recommendations from the inspectors' report, the old inspectors’ report. There was a hew
set of inspectors coming and of course no one had taken a look at the old inspectors'

report until now. | spent about six weeks taking people around and getting them to
iImplement various things that were recommended in the previous inspectors' report. Then
the new ambassador came.

Q: That was Richard Gardner. He was one of your Columbia colleagues.
McGHEE: Exactly. He came from Columbia.

Q: Had you know him at that point?

McGHEE: No. He was really at the law school. He did international law.
Q: Did you continue as his aide?

McGHEE: For about a week or ten days then he chucked me out.

Q: Was that normal or was it incompatibility?
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McGHEE: It was a degree of incompatibility. In a way it was normal and | think even now
in these courses they give for starting ambassadors, they tell them that you should come
in and clean house and show people who's boss. | think that was part of it. There was also
a degree of personal incompatibility which mainly stemmed from his way of operating.

As | said, Volpe was my first experience here and Volpe operated like someone who is
running a big organization. He didn't want to be bothered with minutia. He wanted things
done. When he said he wanted things done it meant he wanted it done. | just did things the
same things way for Gardner but when Gardner said something should be done he meant
he'd think about it. Probably or maybe he wanted it done and he'd let you know.

He kept a little schedule of his own with his personal stuff in it that was separate from
his official schedule. Every time we tried to get him in to see a minister or get him out
for consultations he'd open his little book and say “Well, | have to meet my daughter's
teacher.” I'm sure he changed as time went on but initially when he got there he had
this idea in his head that you could keep these two things apart. That there was an
ambassador's schedule and then there was a Dick Gardner schedule.

It was my misfortune that | happened to be there while he was getting these things ironed
out and virtually everything that | did rubbed him the wrong way. There was an incident
over his correspondence. | would get this big pile of mail every day and | would farm it out
with a little buck slip on it that would either say for ambassador's signature or for director
of “Y”. He and Mrs. Gardner found out about this and said that he would answer every
piece of correspondence. That lasted about two weeks. When he discovered how much
correspondence there was, that just quietly went by the board. In the meantime | was there
and | was the one that was doing it wrong. There were just a dozen little things like that.

Q: Itis a difficult position to be in and it is probably just as well that you got out. Incidentally
how did you find Mrs. Gardner because she has a certain reputation?
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McGHEE: As you say, personally incompatible. | don't think they liked me and | didn't like
them so what are you going to do.

Q: What did you do? We are talking about relatively early '77. When did he arrive?
McGHEE: | would say that he arrived maybe around April of '77.
Q: So where did they assign you?

McGHEE: | was swapped to the political section in a straight swap with a guy named
George Ward. He came up and became Gardner's assistant and | took his job in the
political section.

Q: What was your particular beat in the political section?

McGHEE: At the time that | was coming down to the political section people were really
beginning to be alarmed about the terrorism. The Moro kidnappings hadn't taken place yet
but people were being shot in the street three or four times a week. | spent a lot of time
sort of chronicling that and the Italian response. | would say that, in effect, that is what |
mostly did.

| also was following what used to be referred to as the socialist and the lade parties, the
lade parties being the republicans, liberals, social democrats, the smaller parties all of
which, for all intents and purposes, have disappeared now. At that time these parties

still existed. They had anywhere from two to four and a half percent of the vote. They all
had seats in parliament and they all were frequent partners of the Christian Democrats in
the coalition government. After the so called center left experiment in the early '60s the
socialists also had been frequently in the government. They were a somewhat larger party.
They had about ten to 12 percent of the vote.
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Q: What were you getting from the rest of the embassy, including if you had any contact
with the CIA, of what was motivating the terrorism and was there an agenda other than just
being mean and nasty?

McGHEE: There was an agenda aimed at overthrowing the state and supplanting it with a
communist or at least a far left government of some sort and that was a little hazy. At least
the main point of it all was to carry out acts of violence against the Italian ruling class and
that included mainstream politicians and people in the industrial sector. Those were the
main targets and of course the police and the magistrates.

| think it had its origin, in particular, in disappointment with the Italian Communist Party
which had become more and more like a conventional party. The Italian communists in the
1950s had to make a choice. They were competing with the socialists. At that time they
were more or less about the same size, in fact the socialists were the larger party and the
communists were smaller. The communists opted to go the electoral route rather than the
revolutionary route towards government and they had a certain amount of success. They
ran city and provincial governments in the so called red belt in Romagna and Tuscany,
and Lombardy to a certain extent. They had had some electoral success in Milan and in
Torino. They had a new communist mayor, Carlo Argon, in Rome just while | was there.
He took office in '77. Their share of the vote had gradually grown to around 25 percent. In
doing all of this they also had to become more establishment to a certain extent. Where
were they going to go from 25 percent?

The biggest of the labor unions was the Communist Labor Union but in order for them to
function effectively on a day-to-day basis they had to deal with management. They dealt
with management on a sophisticated level on wages and pensions but these are not the
stuff of revolution; they are stuff of the AFL CIO and everybody else. If they wanted to be
in government they had to make clear what their choices would be in foreign affairs. The
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famous speech in about '73 of Enrico Berlinguer said that Italy supported NATO as a factor
for stability in Europe.

The attitude of the communist party was greatly affected by events in Czechoslovakia

in 1968. It was a big shock to them seeing the tanks roll into Czechoslovakia. Also

the overthrow of the Allende regime in Chile affected them. Deep down many of the
communists feared that if they took power without carefully preparing the way and
reassuring people on all sides, and | am talking about the United States as well as the
economic establishment in Italy, that they would end up going the same way that Allende
went. Allende was a huge factor to them. You had this party that continued to have
revolutionary rhetoric and carry red banners and pictures of Che Guevara but which was
in fact becoming increasingly a middle class party, a mainstream party and in effect was
renouncing revolution.

In the schools, though, particularly in the universities, and in their kind of local organization
rhetoric they still tended to hold out this idea of violent revolution. You had this group of
university students that had been fed all of the rhetoric but on the other hand they saw

the reality of the PCI which was now a political party bargaining with Andreotti over votes,
etc., etc., and trading off for positions in the bureaucracy. Frankly, these were violent
people who wanted violence so they said that if we are not going to get it with your help we
are going to go off and do it on our own. They got money from someplace. | am not sure
where the money came from. The real reason that they were able to operate successfully
and do all these things and shoot these people was because they didn't have to go out
and earn a living. | think that the right wing tended to use public bombings because they
weren't that well financed. A lot of them had to work for a living so they couldn't prepare
their actions as meticulously as the Red Brigades and the NAP and some of the others.

Q: What was the common feeling about where the money was coming from?
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McGHEE: There were lots of stories. The KGB or from the KGB through various other
groups. Qadhafi from Libya was always a big suspicion and also other groups in the
Middle East like the PLO. There were links from the Middle East. They did get arms from
the Middle East. If it wasn't set up by the Libyans, the Libyans probably did facilitate some
of this in some way. There was no question that there was a connection there. They did
manage to finance themselves to some extent. They did some kidnappings for money and
they carried out some robberies to finance themselves. The main point is that they didn't
have to go out and work for a living. They were able to rent safe houses and pretend to be
lawyers or office workers or whatever, but they could go off and plan because they always
had food on the table and they always had a roof over their heads.

Q: Did you find as you worked on this terrorism, were you at all working with the CIA? |
was wondering what your impression was? Again, we are unclassified but how much of a
handle did they have on it?

McGHEE: At that time not much of a handle at all. It changed somewhat later on but we
are talking about 1977 to 1978 and | would say that anything they picked up, | think they
tended to pick up by chance. | think the focus was they weren't looking at it very hard and
occasionally they would come up with a nugget but | think most of the solid information
they had they got through their liaison, their relationship with the Italians.

Q: You had the smaller parties as part of your portfolio. How did you operate with them?
What could you as a junior political officer do to keep tabs on what these parties were
doing?

McGHEE: They all had a party newspaper so | got huge wads of newspapers. The

other thing I did was to call around and go downtown occasionally and talk to their
parliamentarians or some of the party staffers. Frankly the embassy's interest in what
these guys were doing and thinking dropped substantially when they decided to stay out of
the Andreotti government. | mentioned before that they had this non no confidence deal.
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Really the government was run on the basis of an informal agreement between Andreotti
and Berlinguer as to what the government could and couldn't do.

The lade parties managed to side line themselves by staying out of the government and
they really lost all influence. It really marked the beginning of the steep decline for some of
them. What they had to say and what they were thinking was less and less important when
they were out of the government because they were not a major factor when they weren't
voting with the government.

Q: Looking at this, | came to Italy out of Korea with no experience in Italian politics as
consul general in Naples in 1979. Something that struck me at that time was the intense
coverage we seem to have of political events in Italy, with a large political section and all
that, over something which in many ways as far as American interests were concerned
were really very static and had been static almost since the '48 election. | am quite willing
to be disabused. This was just an outsider coming in. | thought we spent too much time on
the Roman connection and all that.

McGHEE: | will say this, there was in those days a readership for this kind of thing. You
were right about it staying static after some instability in voting patterns in the late '40s
and early '50s. They did settle down to a fairly stable pattern from about 1955 until the
late '70s. The DC was usually in the high 30s, the PCI was in the mid 20s and the others
were scattered off below. The tendency was still even very gradually upwards for the
communists and downwards for the DC.

Here in Washington there was no degree of trust whatsoever for the communists, in spite
of all their efforts to convince us that they were prepared to cooperate up to a point, if we
felt that the Soviets had infiltrated the party and | think that was true. They were well aware
of what was going on inside the PCI. | would stress that at the highest levels there was

a tendency to say that we have to do Italy twice a year and to forget about it the rest of

the time. At a somewhat lower level there was quite a bit of attention to it and the political
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reporting was being read. | think that is the main question you always have to ask yourself
if you are a political officer: “Is anybody looking at this?”

| served in ltaly in the '70s and in the '80s and then in the '90s again. In the early to mid
'‘80s when the DC had in fact fallen down to the low 30s and the communists were very
close, there was a constant demand for updates on what was happening in Italian internal
politics. After the collapse of the Soviet Union that went by the board. | don't think there is
nearly as much interest now as there was then. We may be reporting more than needed
nowadays.

Q: How did you in the political section look at the reporting from the consulates general:
Naples, Sicily, Milan?

McGHEE: It depended | think on what was happening. There were certain times when
more was better, such as during election campaigns. We wanted to see the consulates
out there getting in local reports from the field. When | was there in the '70s, and again

it happened again briefly in the '80s, the front office in the embassy went on a local
government kick. We had to find out what they were doing. When | was in the political
section in '77 | was ordered to form a youth program and have a youth committee. | also
had to form an outreach program in which | had to round up all of the economic and
political officers and parcel out assignments to them province by province within their own
consular district. They were then to try to get out and travel to their areas every quarter

to talk to local people and show the flag. When they came back, we still had air-grams in
those days, we sent off loads of air-grams based on people's visits to these local places. A
lot of it was pointless.

Q: Of course there is the other side to these trips and that is that it gets the officers out of
the Rome atmosphere and to see that there is another country that is quite different and it
Is easy to fall into the capital trap.
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McGHEE: | should say that you are absolutely right about that. The reporting wasn't worth
very much but | think that the getting out there part, both as you said getting people out
of Rome, and also having someone from the embassy pop up in these provincial capitals
from time to time did serve a purpose. The youth committee as | recall was a little less
successful. We sort of established a contact with the youth movements from all these
political parties. We developed a few contacts that later went on to political careers and to
be of some use to the embassy. | always see these party youths as a lot of thugs.

Q: We go through this thing once in a while. | remember during the Kennedy years we had
to have youth officers.

What about the issue of corruption? We are talking about the '77 to '78 period. How much
were we aware of it because this later became the major issue with the collapse of the
Christian Democrats particularly?

McGHEE: Corruption was obviously there. People complained about it all the time. |
think that the biggest element in the corruption was actually not so much of people lining
their own pockets, there were perfectly legal ways to do that, but it was the funding, how
the parties financed themselves. For that purpose Italy as you know had large public
ownership of various corporations which goes back to Mussolini. Mussolini bought up
companies and kept people employed during the worst of the depression.

After the war the Italian government found itself with huge real estate and industrial assets
on its hands which it continued to run through these big conglomerates like IRl and ANE
but also through the IMI the property holding company. These were not terribly efficiently
run even though they were supposedly independent from government tampering. They
were set up with their own board of directors and presidents but the fact remained that
the political parties used these big organizations with their huge payrolls as a source of
political patronage, jobs to be handed out, but also for party finance in a big way.
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By the time that | arrived there in the '70s it was to the point where if you asked people,
the Christian Democrats, isn't this illegal, they would probably have chewed it over and
said well yes | guess it is. It had been going on so long and it was so institutionalized

that the next generation sort of took the system over. | think that really what happened
was that things got out of hand. When the older generation was running it, the Fanfani-
Andreotti post World War Il generation, they kept it within certain bounds and everyone
was satisfied and it made a contribution to democracy by keeping the parties going. |
think that successive generations went so far beyond the bounds, and especially with the
socialists getting into it up north. | don't want to stereotype or characterize anyone but |
think there is a higher degree of acceptance for corruption in southern Italy than there ever
was in northern Italy. | think Craxi's team at the socialist party brought a southern Italian
style to their dealing with the Milan city government, etc., etc., etc. He built up a degree of
resentment that came back to haunt him.

Q: Is there anything else that we should cover because | thought we might end at this
particular phase? We will pick this up next time when you leave Rome in 1978. Where did
you go?

McGHEE: Prague.
Q: We'll pick up Central Europe in 1978.

Today is the 18th of September 1997. You are off to Prague. How did you get the
assignment and what about language and all of that?

McGHEE: | got the assignment through the usual bidding process. | hadn't actually

bid on Prague. | had bid on, as | recall, a job in Moscow, another one in Yugoslavia in
Zagreb. Essentially what happened was that the positions that | was bidding on were
not available but the Prague job was in the same area and the timing was right. | went to
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Czech language training for a year from the fall of '78 to the summer of '79 then went out
to Prague in the summer of '79.

Q: You were in Prague from '79 until when?
McGHEE: Until the summer of '81.

Q: About the language training, how did you find Czech as far as learning it? Was it
difficult?

McGHEE: It's a fairly difficult language. | had had some experience with Slavic languages
and so | didn't find it tremendously difficult although some of the people that were sitting
with me who were doing Slavic language for the first time had trouble with the word
endings, conjugating nouns and adjectives which is a little different for people who have
only studied Romance languages. It was rather a large class for the number of teachers
available. There were something like eight or nine people studying Czech at that time and
there were only two teachers. It was a strange setup. There were more than the usual
number of turnovers so as a result the class was on the large side. Nevertheless | found it
went reasonably well and | got a three three.

Q: That's three speaking and three reading, and a five five being bilingual, a native
speaker.

McGHEE: | would say call it an educated native speaker. In any event the language
training went okay. There was no particular problem. | rather enjoyed it on the whole.

Q: Sometimes when you are taking the language you absorb quite a bit of the culture but
there is the area studies lectures and also there is interaction with the teachers. | know

| had this when | took a year of Serbian some years earlier and | had two diehard Serbs
teaching us. | certainly learned about the Serbian attitude from them. Did you get any of
this while you were taking the course?
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McGHEE: Up to a point although I think if you were talking strictly about attitudes | would
say on the whole Serbs have a lot more attitude than Czechs tend to. There wasn't any
kind of effort to forcibly use the class to imprint their views but you did get a sense for
how the Czechs viewed their neighbors and this sort of tense relationship that existed
between the Czechs and Slovaks. If you look today, the country split in half when it
became independent and it is now two countries.

| would say that if there was one thing that was missing in all of the training we got, it was
a sense for how the language is spoken on a day to day basis among Czechs and at

that time Slovaks in the country. We were taught how to speak proper Czech which is a
language which was codified. The first grammar was actually written by Jan Hus, who was
also a theologian in the 16th century.

Husites were really, their warrior class made its appearance after Jan Hus was burned.
Jan Hus was an academic, philosopher, theologian and a university teacher but the great
military commanders that lead the Czechs in the Hussite wars, Jan Cheska, Tropsnova,
Procopoli really came after him and after the kind of resentments that grew up among the
Czechs after Jan Hus was burned at the state at the Council of Constance in 1415.

Q: You were basically learning a pretty formal language?

McGHEE: The problem is that the Czech that Hus codified which is considered now to

be proper Czech, is not quite the same in pronunciation and | would say usage as the
Czech that is spoken in Prague. Hus was from Husinetz and there is a marked difference
in accent and in the slang and how the language is actually spoken between Husinetz and
Prague and between anyone in the cities and anyone out in the countryside.

Then of course there is this marked difference between Czech and Slovak. They are both
dialects of the same language, but Czech, because of its history and geographic position
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has been heavily affected by German and absorbed a lot of German words whereas
Slovak has been more affected by Hungarian. In the long period from the middle ages

to modern times, Slovakia was an area that had Germans predominate in the towns and
Hungarian landowners in the countryside with Slovaks working the land on Hungarian
estates. That of course is a generalization. Plus Slovakia had a huge Hungarian strip along
the Danube in the south. It had Ruthenians, who actually speak a kind of Ukrainian out

in the east and lots of Poles scattered around in the Tatra Mountains in the north. There
were a lot of odd influences on Slovak that really caused them to differentiate from Czech.
There was no real effort to put Slovak on the agenda while | was here. It took a little bit of
work and concentration to understand people from out east.

As | was in the consular section, we dealt quite a bit with Slovaks because Slovakia was
where most of our annuitants lived. We had to travel out there to check on people to
see that the people that were receiving these checks were still alive and were getting
the benefit money from these checks. A lot of them were very elderly people. When we
would send people out to do these consular trips in Slovakia we would generally send a
translator with them because it was necessary with the strange combination of language
and dialects that we ran into out there.

Q: When you arrived in Czechoslovakia in 1979 what was the political situation there as an
American diplomat would see it?

McGHEE: The political situation was, | would say, that relations were quite cold at that
time and they remained not very good throughout the period that | was there. In fact

for the entire second year that | was there which was 1980-1981 we didn't have an
ambassador and there was frankly no hurry on anyone's point to appoint an ambassador.
The ambassador when | arrived was Frank Meehan. He was pulled away | believe in the
summer of 1980 to become ambassador to Poland. Byron Morton became the charg# and
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remained charg# for over a year and was still charg# when | left. | guess that just toward
the end of that time Jack Matlock was picked to be ambassador but he at the time

was charg# in Moscow and we didn't have an ambassador in Moscow at that time. In
December 1979, you will recall, the Russians invaded Afghanistan so we withdrew our
ambassador from Moscow at the time and he was not replaced for quite a long period
there.

We were talking about the state of relations. | should add that there was one area where
we had success in spite of the host of political problems that we had with the Czechs. The
problems were considerable because this was just two years after the so called Charter of
1977. There had been a heavy crackdown on dissidents in Czechoslovakia. Vaclav Havel
for example was in prison at that time. He was in prison for almost the entire two years |
was there. Relations weren't very good but there was this one area where we continued to
make progress nonetheless and that was in the area in reuniting divided families.

| would guess that when | arrived in Prague we had maybe 40 odd families on our divided
families list, maybe closer to 50, but it was a total of around 100 people. These were
people whose relatives had managed to get to the United States and were petitioning to
have family members come and join them. We whittled that list down to virtually zero over
the two years that | was there. We had people coming on and people going off but the net
result was that it was close to zero. | think the main reason that the Czechs were so eager
to do this had to do with the Czechoslovak gold.

Early in World War Il the Germans had seized Czechoslovakia's gold reserves and put
them in the German National Bank; it's in Frankfurt or some place. In any event, at the end
of the war these gold reserves fell into the hands of the United States and the Western
allies. A commission was set up to administer these funds. | think some of them were kept
in the Bank of England, some perhaps in Fort Knox. It was jointly administered by France,
Great Britain and the United States through this commission.
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We had always expressed a willingness to return it to the Czechs but on the basis that

the Czechs first had to pay off a series of claims by individual American citizens and
American companies for U.S. property that had been nationalized or seized by the Czech
government: either by the German run government during the war or by the communists
after they took over in 1948. Our position was that the Czechoslovaks had to agree to pay
this money back with interest to the claimants in order to get their gold back. For years and
years the Czechoslovaks simply weren't interested. They could do the math and see that it
was a bad bargain.

In the 1970s that changed because the value of that gold that we were holding went
through the roof and suddenly it became a very profitable exercise for the Czechs to

go ahead and negotiate with us. These negotiations were going forward, going forward
very slowly. I think the final agreement was not signed until 1982 or so. The larger point
was that the Czechs were eager to make the process work and one of the areas where
they saw that they could improve the atmosphere a little bit was through resolution of
these divided family cases. They set some very tough requirements for these families

to get out but they were reasonably fair in their dealings with us in the sense that once
the requirements were met, they generally were very good about letting people go to the
States. We resolved quite a number of these cases during the time | was there.

Q: You were in the consular section the whole time was it?

McGHEE: Yes. | was the head of the visa section for about the first eight months, ten
months perhaps. For the remainder of the time that | was there | was the head of the
consular section.

Q: On the visa side, was there much in the way of visa issuance?

McGHEE: We issued approximately 5,000 non immigrant visas a year and one year | think
we issued 90 immigrant visas and the other year it was in the 60s.
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Q: It really was very small wasn't it?

McGHEE: Yes it was but the visa work was complicated because every single visa
applicant had to have a security advisory opinion. That meant a name check that went
back to the FBI and other security agencies here. It had to be verified by the Immigration
Service office in Vienna. Every single applicant required a cable to be written, a response
cable to be received. Certain types of applicants if you received no response within a given
period of time the application lapsed. In any event it was a complicated paper shuffling
process. No Czechoslovak received a visa the same day just by walking in the door or at
least very, very few.

Q: With 5,000 non immigrant visas, who were these people?

McGHEE: There were any number. There were of course officials that went back and for
to the Czechoslovak embassy here and their embassy at the UN. There were transit visas
for government officials, trade officials and various other travelers going back and forth

to South America, Latin America. Virtually all of them transited either New York or Miami.
There were also a certain number of tourist visas.

Q: What sort of tourist visas? The Czechs didn't sound like they were very forthcoming.

McGHEE: They were not forthcoming relative to the demand that there might have been
for such visas if there had been a normal relationship. It was possible for even a private
citizen to petition the government for permission to receive a tourist passport and receive
a small quantity of hard currency to travel abroad as a tourist. The vast majority of Czechs
when they had a chance to do so preferred to go to West Germany because they could
drive over there in their little cars, sleep in the car and carry their own food in the trunk to
the extent possible. They would use what little money they were able to bring along with
them, that small amount of hard currency, to shop which is what they liked to do.
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We did nevertheless get a small but constant number of people that came to the U.S.
Mainly people with relatives in the United States and always one family member at a time
or possibly in the case of a larger family one or two. The larger point was that with anyone
going to the States it was almost always a given that one spouse for example could go at a
time. You couldn't both go.

Q: This was the Czechs?

McGHEE: This was the Czechs because it was necessary to have a tourist passport and a
type of exit visa that stated specifically what countries it was valid for to travel to. This was
a long application process and you were required to have this document in hand before
you could come to the consulate and ask for a visa.

We had a fair number in that 5,000 of academics going to conferences or exchange
programs in the States. These things went on at a reduced level notwithstanding the
problems in relations. These were generally people who were in good order with the
regime. You could pretty much count on the fact that if some university professor, for
example, received permission to attend a conference it was someone that was considered
loyal by the regime. Often these were people who were friends with their academic
colleagues in the States. On occasion we had to refuse a visa or delay issuance for
national security reasons. We would get outraged letters from these people about our
bureaucratic ways. The fact was that all of them, or virtually all of them, were loyal
supporters or at least did what they had to do in order to assure that they would be able to
travel again. This was a big perk to be able to travel to the west.

Q: What was your contact with Czechs other than the very official contacts? Did you have
much?
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McGHEE: Yes up to a point. We had regular and quite frequent contact first of all with the
so called dissident community. These were people who were the signers of the Charter of
77.

Q: Could you explain what the Charter of '77 was?

McGHEE: The Charter of '77 was a document that was signed by about 1,000 Czech
academics, intellectuals, some clerics, religious people, mainly Protestants. The Catholic
church had its own bureaucracy that was rather complicated. There were also some
people in the arts, musicians, etc., who had signed this document. This charter was
protesting the way the communist government ran the country and the lack of individual
freedom and was calling for democratization. A return to Dubcek type reforms.

The key signers, for example Havel is a figure that comes to mind, the famous ones,

the ones that were well known, were heavily persecuted by the regime but all of them
came in for a certain amount of pressure, quiet pressure and not so quiet pressure.

They took a certain amount of risk by associating with us but for them it was kind of a
psychological lifeline to know that someone out there knew that they were still alive even
though they might have lost their job at the university and been forced to take some work
as a maintenance man somewhere. There were also a few Protestant pastors that were
part of it.

It was a difficult thing and | think that there was a fairly high level of passive support for
them among the population as a whole but not much overt support. They were pretty
much on their own and although the Czech government was rather careful to see to it that
these people were not physically harmed, there was a lot of psychological pressure on
them: surveillance, petty harassment and above all an end to any prospect of professional
advance.
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Q: This was during the Carter administration which had a great priority on human rights.
Were special efforts made by the embassy to keep up contacts with this group?

McGHEE: Absolutely. The embassy kept up contacts quite regularly. We did not get many
visitors in this period. My recollection is that the highest ranking visitor that came to Prague
during my two years there was our office director from State Department so that gives

you an idea of the state of things. We had people from groups like the Helsinki Watch and
Freedom House, etc. who did come out and make periodic contact. Each year we wrote

a long and rather dreary account of all this for the human rights report which at that point
these were among the first human rights reports that were written. All of the embassy
sections contributed in one way or another.

The consular section had a fair amount of contact with these people. Some of them were
on our divided families list. For others | would go into the visa office at the Foreign Ministry
regularly, three or four times a month. In fact my practice was simply to have an open
request for an appointment. As soon as they saw me | would call the next day and ask

for another appointment because generally it took a week or ten days at the minimum for
them to agree to see us again. We pretty much kept an open request on file. Another thing
that we did was we had a fair number of American citizens in various types of distress that
we looked after. Some people in prison.

Q: Were there many American who came to Czechoslovakia? Were there problems with
them, | am talking about tourists or official visitors?

McGHEE: Official visitors in my time not so much. With tourists we had some rather
exotic problems with people getting arrested. | had a bunch of college students who were
arrested smuggling bibles into the country. | don't know how they got hooked up with this
group or managed to be talked into doing it. There was absolutely no need to smuggle
bibles into Czechoslovakia because they were readily available and frankly not very
frequently read. Czechs aren't the most religious people in the world. Somehow someone
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managed to convince these kids that there was a shortage of scripture in the Czechlands
so they were nailed at the frontier carrying a bunch of bibles and other religious material
for some Protestant group here in the States. The Czechs kept them for about a week,
sweated them, then let them go.

We had a man who in the 1950s was a draftee boarder guard along the Austrian border.
He was out on patrol one snowy night and made a break for freedom. There was a
gunfight that ensued and he killed his commanding officer. He made it over to Austria
anyway and was eventually processed and came to the United States, moved to New
York, got married and had kids.

In the early 70s we had come to an informal agreement with Czechoslovak government
that if they gave a visa to an American citizen to come into Czechoslovakia, then you
could assume that the Czechs would not arrest this person for leaving the country illegally.
That was the big fear that people would come out and be arrested on the spot for illegal
immigration which was a crime. The deal was that they wouldn't give a visa to anyone that
they thought had to be arrested on this charge.

This fellow had read something about this in one of these #migr# newspapers. Thinking
that that applied to him too he had applied for a visa to come back and visit his father in
| believe it was Brno. The visa was granted. He came back thinking he was in the clear
and of course he was arrested on the spot as soon as he came into the country for having
killed his commanding officer which hadn't been overlooked by the Czechoslovak army.

We screamed and yelled about it and yelled about the agreement in particular that they
should never have issued him a visa. The Czechoslovak Foreign Ministry in fact was
rather straight forward with us compared to their usual and said that they agreed that it
was a mistake but now that he was here they couldn't very well let him go because after all
it was a military question. In the end | believe he was sentenced to 15 years and got out in
seven which we considered to be something of a victory for having pounded on him. His
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congressman who was Geraldine Ferraro, or at least her staffer who was handling this,
didn't see it that way at all and actually was pretty nasty.

Q: Was Prague much of a center for American students during their wander year or was
that a later manifestation?

McGHEE: That was a later manifestation. At that time the Czechoslovak government
simply was not prepared to put up with wandering. There was a requirement that

any westerner who entered the country have a minimum amount of hard currency on

their person and change it into Czechoslovak crowns at the border. | think the actual
requirement was that the tourist had to spend a minimum of x amount per day but in fact
changing the money guaranteed this because the money couldn't be spent anywhere but
in Czechoslovakia. It was a soft currency that couldn't be reconverted when you left. If you
changed it and you didn't spend it, you were just stuck with all this paper.

Anyone who thought they were just going to hop on the bus was wrong. Number one they
had to have a visa and number two in many of the consulates in the bordering countries
they forced you to change the money right there at the consulate and you received a little
stamp. You had to stay in an approved hotel. There was no sleeping on a ground or no
sleeping in a tent. It was just not conducive to this kind of lifestyle where you hitchhike

or hop on a bus or the train. It had to be planned in advance. You had to have a place to
stay, etc., etc. As a result there was quite a bit of tourism but it was organized tourism.

We had people that got into all sorts of trouble. We had the usual number of people that
died while they were touring in the country or fell down the stairs or suffered some sort of
injury. That was a problem because Czechoslovak hospitals didn't run quite the same way
as American hospitals. People usually brought food and fed their family members because
the hospital food was so bad. If there were any valuables or things like a radio or a watch
family members generally took them home at night and brought them back to the patient
the next day because they had a tendency to disappear. We had lots of people who were
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robbed in their hospital by the attendants of various little things like blue jeans, radios,
cigarettes.

Q: What about travel around the country? | know you said you did social security travel.
Did you get around much?

McGHEE: | got around quite a bit in fact because of the social security thing. We had a
requirement to go out and check periodically on people that were over a certain age or
on people that had some arrangement where someone else was authorized to sign their
check and go in and cash it. The two things that we were checking for was number one
were they still alive and kicking and number two if someone else was signing the check,
was the annuitant receiving the benefits of the check? In other words that they weren't
locked in the cellar.

Q: How did the social security system and the other government systems appear to be
working as regards to beneficiaries in Czechoslovakia.

McGHEE: In our case | think it worked fairly well. | suppose there was some fraud
although I never saw any while | was there. Our program was about six million dollars a
year. Not many of our annuitants were in Prague. They tended to be either in southern
Bohemia or in Slovakia because they fell mostly into three categories: railroad retirement,
black lung from miners, and social security.

For the most part these were people who the head of the family went off to the States

to, say, work in the mines for x period of time. As soon as they got to pension they had
every intention of moving back to Czechoslovakia as soon as they could. Generally many
of them left their families behind and came to the States for as long as 15 or 20 years to
work and earn a pension. Most of our annuitants were widows of these people. They died
in the States in some mining accident or drinking accident. The check came to the family
that was left behind. Especially out in Slovakia you could pick out the house. In many of
these places it was the only two story house in the village so it was easy to pick them
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out and go right to them. The main thing was to make sure that they were alive and were
living reasonably well and that they weren't being taken advantage of by their relatives. We
never had any big problems.

Q: On these trips, and also while you were in Prague, you and also others in the embassy,
what was the security apparatus there? What were they called?

McGHEE: The activity was generally called the STB. The people called them steboks.
Q: Were they a problem with either provocation or following?

McGHEE: At times. For my work personally going out in Slovakia it wasn't a problem. As

| said this was a six million dollar program and there was a requirement under Czech law
that anybody who got one of these checks had two weeks to turn it into Czechoslovak
currency. Either into soft crowns or what were know as tuzeks crowns which were valid to
be spent in the hard currency stores that were scattered around the country. If we needed
to go out and do something in order to administer the program, in order to keep it going,
there was no problem. As long as we called ahead and provided an itinerary to the Foreign
Ministry we got cooperation.

What would happen would be that out in these areas in Slovakia where they seldom saw
a foreigner the trainees from the local police would practice following us around. They
weren't very good at it and often when we missed a turn they would speed up and honk at
us. It was never a problem. | would say the two biggest incidents we had with the internal
security were number one our chief of station was entrapped at one of his mailboxes down
in the south.

Q: Could you explain what a mailbox is in these terms?

McGHEE: A mailbox is a place where someone local who is working for the Agency drops
off whatever it is that they picked up: written communication, recording, photographs,
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whatever it may be, documents. Our people drop off instructions and | assume in some
cases a paycheck although | would think that most of these people have their pay
deposited somewhere else understanding that it would be gotten out somewhere down the
line.

| don't know the exact circumstances, but it was something like a hollow tree or fence post
somewhere out in the countryside. They had picked up the agent and so they were laying

in wait for this guy. He was picked up and held for a couple of days and sweated. We had
to drive to see him, have a tantrum, pick him up and of course it was all flmed and put on

the local television.

Q: I assume he was kicked out.

McGHEE: He was kicked out. We brought him back to Prague and he was given three
days to pick up his stuff and go home which he did.

The other thing was that in the spring of 1981, in fact it was on memorial day, a Soviet
soldier climbed over the back wall of the embassy and announced that he wanted asylum.
As | said it was Memorial Day. | remembered because | had to go to a trial. | was sure
that the Czechs had done this on purpose; holding this trial in Bratislava on a U.S. holiday
so | would have to pile in the car and drive down there. | got back late in the day. The
arrangement that they had then was the building that housed the embassy was way too
big for our needs. There were only about 20 Americans.

Q: A huge castle wasn't it?

McGHEE: It was a palace. There was a long history to it. It used to be owned by Thomas
Crane of Crane Plumbing. He was a Czecho phile at one point and he made a deal with
the Wilson administration at the end of World War | that in effect he would give them this
place to be the embassy if they made him ambassador. He was ambassador for two or
three years and then at the end of that time he sold the place to the U.S. government for a
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buck and we are still in it. In my day, the embassy was so small, there was nothing going
on, that the central wing was the chancery and the rest of it was apartments. | lived in
there as did about half of the other American staff.

We were up in the back garden cooking hamburgers and hot dogs. This rainstorm swept
through and everyone went piling down the hill and into my apartment. We were milling
around in there, drying our food and stuff when someone came and got me and said come
here, look what's sitting on your bed. When the rain started this guy had ran down behind
everyone else and ran into the apartment and there he was sitting on my bed. He was
about 19 years old. He was a Ukrainian draftee and a corporal. He had buried his uniform
and had swiped clothes from someone's clothesline so he was kind of dressed like Emmett
Kelley.

Q: Emmett Kelley being a renowned clown dressed in old bums' clothes.

McGHEE: He had had trouble with his commanding officer and wasn't very popular. He
had been beaten up and he just wanted to get out but of course we had no way to get him
out and there he was. | myself and some of the other officers went up in the garden with
one of the Agency guys and they said that they wanted to have absolutely nothing to do
with him and never wanted to see him again. At this time there was absolutely no chance
that we would be able to get him out of the country. In fact this was at a time when our
embassy in Moscow had a couple of families living in it who had done exactly the same
thing and they weren't even Soviet soldiers. This was a deserter.

One of the people there spoke some Russian and this guy could understand Czech when
he wanted to. We managed to convince him that there was no hope for him and that he
could be stuck in the embassy for years. What he ought to do is go back to where he
buried his uniform, put it back on and get good and drunk and then return to his unit. It
was a well known fact that there were dozens of drunk Russian soldiers wandering the

Interview with Joseph R. McGhee http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001407



Library of Congress

countryside and they had to be swept up and brought back. He would have some minor
disciplining and could go back and finish his service and go back home.

He agreed to all of this and we even gave him a bottle of vodka to take with him. We
cautioned him to go find his uniform first and put it back on before he start drinking this.
So fine, we waited until it was raining really hard on the theory that we would be less likely
to be seen and we took him back up to the back garden and let him go over the wall. |
watched him go over the wall in the rain.

The next morning, Tuesday morning, | was in my office and there was a view up through
the garden out of one of the windows in my office and there he was sitting up there
finishing off the bottle and talking to the gardeners telling them who he was, etc. etc. | went
up and brought him back down and there we were stuck with him. In an hour we were
surrounded by border police and dogs. | was control officer for him. The problem was of
course that we had 40 or 50 Czechs working in the embassy so he couldn't just wander
around loose. We had this garden up in the back that was not particularly secure. He had
climbed over the wall and at this point Czech police started climbing over the wall making
threatening gestures.

The long and short of it was that he stayed in the embassy for about two weeks then

the Czechs insisted that before anything else could happen they wanted him to have an
interview with the Soviet embassy to ascertain that he had not been kidnapped by us and
that he was there of his own free will. This of course was absurd but we couldn't very well
say no. We set up this elaborate interview with the Soviets on one side and us on the other
side. We brought the kid in. The first thing that the Soviet consul said was your mother has
heard of this and it gave her a heart attack. There were ground rules with no mention of
family, etc. etc. They were just supposed to lay out his options and ask him whether he
was there of his own free will. Of course everything went to pandemonium. We dragged
him out of the room. We had to start over again. We made them tell him that it was a

lie, that his mother hadn't had a hear attack. In the end, after about 15 to 20 minutes, he
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agreed to go with them. He picked up his stuff and left. | don't know whatever became of
him. I'm sure it wasn't fine whatever it was.

Q: In December of 1979 you had just arrived and relations were pretty lousy with

the Czechs anyway when the Soviets went into Afghanistan. This caused the Carter
administration, as well as other European allied countries, to really rethink how they
wanted to treat the Soviets because this was the first extension beyond its borders into
what had been a friendly socialist country. Did that have an immediate effect?

McGHEE: No. Things were already bad. Czechoslovakia was strangely involved. When
the Russians went into Afghanistan, Afghanistan was ruled by a graduate of Columbia
University Teachers College named Hafizullah Amin who was slightly out of his mind.
Although he bent over backwards to please the Russians, they thought he was a disaster
and he was alienating the country. They managed to convince themselves that this was an
opening to bring the Afghan Communist Party back.

The Afghan Communist Party existed to the extent that it existed almost entirely abroad. It
had split into two factions, Parcham and Khalqg. They didn't get along with each other and
so some of them were parked in Warsaw or Budapest and the other bunch which included
Babrak Karmal who was the head | believe the of Parcham faction had been living in
Prague working on the World Marxist Review which was this kind of Comintern newspaper
that was published in Prague. Actually it wasn't called the Comintern anymore. We got
involved because suddenly Karmal was spirited away, disappeared from his office and
home, and had been flown off by the Soviets. This was the first hint that anyone had that
the Russians were planning something in Afghanistan. Of course when they went in after
they had secured the airport and the Balahisar and the government buildings in downtown
Afghanistan, they flew Karmal in and made him President. | think he hung on through most
of the civil war right up until the very end.
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As far as that went, things were already bad with the Czechs and it didn't make it
appreciably worse. Of course they got in on the propaganda side supporting the Soviet
Union very heavily and that didn't help anything. There were no Czech advisors in
Afghanistan. They weren't actively part of the policy and so | wouldn't say that it made
things appreciably worse.

From our point of view it was much more the tough line for dissidents and above all the
undifferentiated support for Moscow that the Czechoslovak Communist Party always
provided. At that time you had Romania which occasionally would criticize them. You had
Yugoslavia which was independent of Moscow. You had Poland where there were at least
some economic experiments going on and there was kind of a soft line towards dissidents,
at least as long as they were within the church.

Q: The church was a powerful factor there.

McGHEE: In Poland, not in Czechoslovakia. The church was itself divided in
Czechoslovakia. The cardinal Tomasik was ancient, he must have been in his 80s then,
and was this kind of patriarch and represented the old school. He was very close to the
Vatican and very close to the Pope. But the Czechoslovak government had created this
organization for the Catholic clergy called Pacem in Terris through which they attempted
to control to some extent the training and functioning of the clergy. There was a strong
faction, in fact | would say a majority, within the Czech clergy in those days that felt that
cooperation with the state was the way to go because they were freer to do their jobs, they
had better access, and constant conflict with the government gained them nothing in terms
of their ability to propagate faith, etc. etc. So it was a very conflicted church.

At the time that | was there, | forget what the precise number was, but there were, |
suppose, eight or nine bishoprics in Czechoslovakia and five of them were empty because
the Pope, rather than get into this dispute or open up a new area of conflict with the
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government simply didn't name new bishops when the old ones died. They left the seats
empty.

Q: As you and your fellow officers were talking about this, were the Czechs considered,
when | say Czechs | mean the Czechoslovaks, a different breed of cat than some of the
other Balkan or middle, central European countries? What made them tick?

McGHEE: That's hard to say. Compared to say the Poles or the Serbs, they were | would
say not nearly as volatile, not nearly as prone to, they were not nationalists in the sense
of being wed to this idea of the country, the fatherland or motherland if you will. The idea
of being a people with a destiny, you didn't get much of that from the Czechs. The Czechs
obviously yearned for democracy as demonstrated by the outpouring in '68 when Dubcek
liberalized things, but | would say that at least in the period that | was there, very few of
them would have been willing to take any risks.

Obviously that changed to an extent by '89 when the old communist regime fell apart but

| think the key there was that there was a clear prospect, based on what was happening
elsewhere in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, that it could succeed. The Czechs

by and large were not about to get caught up in any helpless causes. Their attitude was
that if you didn't like what was going on then you keep your head down and go about your
private business and don't get in trouble with the government. That is basically what they
did while | was there. It took a push of outside events to stir them again to take some risks
at the end of the 1980s.

Q: Was there any concern that was voiced to you about the Germans reasserting their
claims to property in the Sudeten land or was this a dead issue?

McGHEE: In my day it was just a dead issue. The iron curtain ran right along the
Czechoslovak border. We had the first armored division and the tenth armored division
along with the Germans down in Bavaria. They had Russian armor and their own armor
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on their own side of the border. No one ever in any active way believed that was likely to
change. | include myself among those.

Q: From our military colleagues what was the estimate of the Czech military service? In
case of war what were they going to do?

McGHEE: In case of war, Czechoslovakia was automatically in the front lines. Since much
of NATO's strategy was based on the assumption that in the event of a conventional war
in Europe, it would take the form of the Warsaw Pact invading Germany in particular. It
would probably go across Bavaria into the Fulda gap so Czechoslovakia was seen as the
jumping-off point. In terms of military prowess, | think that the Czechs were considered

to be in the average range. They had a couple of armored divisions on the border. They
had a competent air force, but | don't think that anyone including the Russians fooled
themselves that there was any great enthusiasm on the part of the Czechoslovaks for
conguering any new land to support communism.

Q: Was there anything else we should talk about there?

McGHEE: | suppose not. When | left it was a quiet backwater and it gave every indication
that it would remain that way. Gust#v Hus#k was in power and in a real sense he was
unchallenged and that was the way it was when | left.

Q: You left in '81 whither?
McGHEE: | came back to Washington and became the Bulgarian desk officer.
Q: You were doing that from '81 to when?

McGHEE: | did that from '81 to '82. Actually | had Bulgaria and | was the assistant desk
officer for Yugoslavia. In early '82 they reorganized the office which at that time was called
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EUR EE. It became EEY and it's been divided up now. | took over as Yugoslav desk officer
and someone else, a junior officer, came in and took Bulgaria in '82.

Q: So you did that from '82 to?
McGHEE: '82 to '83.

Q: Let's talk first about from '81 to '82 when you were Bulgaria desk officer. Bulgaria
seldom becomes even a blip on American radar. During '81 to '82 what were American
concerns in Bulgaria and any developments at that time?

McGHEE: '81 to '82 was still in the high life of the Todor Zhivkov regime in Bulgaria and

it was early in the Reagan administration. The Reagan administration began a policy
towards Eastern Europe that was known as differentiation. The idea of it was supposed

to be that to the extent that the Eastern Europeans (I'm talking about Warsaw Pact
members in particular) differentiated themselves from Moscow, they would receive more
attention and better treatment from the United States. This is why we got to be close to the
Ceausescu regime in Romania. Ceausescu was viewed as being, whatever else he was,
semi independent from Moscow and able to pursue his own line. To a lesser extent, but

to some extent, we got closer to the Poles as well. And that's also why things were so bad
with the Czechoslovak and also with the Bulgarians.

Bulgaria, | would guess, was the less differentiated of all the East European regimes and
therefore by the logic of this policy it would be treated the least well by the administration.
In fact it was very hard to do anything because in order for this degree of differentiation to
be really perceived by the East Europeans, you needed to have someone that you were
pounding and we just pounded the crap out of the poor Bulgarians.

Q: They were easy to do.

Interview with Joseph R. McGhee http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001407



Library of Congress

McGHEE: In the middle of this of course came this revelation that supposedly the
Bulgarians had hired this Turkish hit man Mehmet Ali A?ca to assassinate the Pope.

Q: The Pope was wounded but not killed.

McGHEE: Yes. He was wounded in an assassination attempt in St. Peter's Square, |
believe, in 1981 by this Turk. There was some evidence that came to the attention of the
Italian authorities that Bulgaria was involved. It was very difficult to pin down just the extent
of this involvement because of the way that the Soviets divided up tasks with their Warsaw
Pact allies. The Bulgars clearly did have a special mission to concentrate on Turkey and

| mean not merely gathering information but also contributing to the destabilization of
Turkey.

People don't remember anymore but at that time in the early 1980s Turkey was in great
chaos. The great gray wolves, which was Ali A?ca’s organization, were far right wing,
well armed and supplied with funds. They were fighting with Deb Sol and other leftist
organizations in the street. Virtually every day there were incidents of political violence in
Turkey and eventually the Turkish army stepped in.

Ali A?ca was sprung from prison and smuggled out of Turkey. Evidently he did spend
some time in Bulgaria en route to Western Europe and may have even received money
and other assistance from the Bulgarian government to get him to Western Europe. The
question that arises and remains open is did the Bulgarians also bring him to Rome and
tell him to shoot the Pope or did they just intend to put him on ice in Western Europe

in hopes that one day they would be able to reinsert him into Turkey and allow him to
continue sowing mayhem in Turkey which was what he had done? | don't think anyone
knows the answer to that question. Ali A?ca is still in prison in Italy and is likely to continue
to be for some time to come.
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It is not clear to me that the Bulgarians really had anything to gain from having the Pope
assassinated. In the view of the Warsaw Pact at that time, the Pope was a Polish question.
I'm not sure that they really viewed him as enough of a threat to run this kind of a risk, but
there is not much doubt in my mind that the Bulgarian authorities did help this man to get
to Western Europe, but | think that their ultimate goal was that he would be able to go back
to Turkey and continue his career of political violence in Turkey which is what he was up
to.

Q: You were on the Bulgarian desk when the Reagan administration was just getting in,
this being a right wing in the American political spectrum coming in. Did you feel sort of
almost a mandate that we had to be kind of tougher and take a harder view of Bulgaria or
anything like that?

McGHEE: No, there was no need for me to propagandize. The view of Bulgaria was
already so hard that there was no work to be done in that. | didn't have to go around telling
people to be hard on the Bulgarians. In fact what was really needed was to occasionally
find the odd opportunity to do something useful or constructive with the Bulgarians and
they didn't come very often.

We had the Bulgarian Symphony Orchestra come to Washington and do a couple of
performances at the Kennedy Center. The concert which | went to wasn't very well
attended. It was a very good orchestra. They performed two pieces. One of them was a
Mendelssohn piece and the other was a piece by a Bulgarian composer named Vladigerov
and it was entitled in the program as Bulgarian Rhapsody Vardar. Vardar is a river. | am
sitting there with my wife flipping through the program notes and | said to her something
like | didn't know the Vardar River went into Bulgaria, | thought it was further west? And
she said well who cares. So we sat through the thing and it was quite enjoyable and the
orchestra was very good.
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The next day | got a preemptory call to get up to Eagleburger's office right away. He was
Under Secretary for Political Affairs at that time. The Yugoslav ambassador, whose name
was Bugimere Lonshar, (we used to call him Bud,) he was up there ahead of me and was
waving around the program from this Bulgarian concert and a map. We consulted the map
together and | was right, the Vardar River in fact didn't go anywhere near Bulgaria. It was
about 50 miles over and completely in Yugoslavia. Of course to the Yugoslavs this was a
provocation because this was the Bulgarians asserting their claim to Macedonia. Why did
we let this happen? Didn't we check the notes at the Kennedy Center? Of course we all go
troop into Eagleburger and Eagleburger didn't want to just sit there.

Q: He had been ambassador to Yugoslavia. Larry and | took Serbian together so he knew
the Macedonian question and the sensitivities.

McGHEE: In fact being the Yugoslav desk officer in those days was really just being an
assistant to Eagleburger. Anyways he would periodically turn to me and say “did you know
this?” | said | was at the concert. Lonshar had had somebody sitting in the concert too.
Eagleburger finally said well | don't know what we can do about it. Everyone was pretty
ticked off with the Bulgarians for messing around like that.

Q: If I recall, wasn't it around this time that there were books on terrorism and the
Bulgarian? The Bulgarians had already killed somebody in London with a poisoned
umbrella. So they were perceived as the center of something.

McGHEE: It was an umbrella that had a little gas canister in the point that shot this tiny
little pellet with poison in it out the tip. They walked up behind this guy whose name |
believe was Federov on the street or in the underground or something and just jabbed
him in the back of the leg and this tiny pellet went in. He wasn't immediately poisoned.

He wasn't stricken on the spot. He got sick over a couple days and died rather slowly

and painfully as | recall. They attempted it on someone else in Paris or Vienna. That
person also got sick but they didn't get the pellet right into the blood vessel that time so he
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recovered. Federov worked for the BBC Bulgarian service and they were after him for that
reason.

Q: This made Bulgaria well known, notorious | guess.

McGHEE: To the extent that anyone knew about it, they were notorious but the fact is

that people just didn't know. It was difficult to get anyone to take it seriously. This was

the big frustration. For some issue, the precise nature of which | do not recall right now,
the Bulgarian ambassador here, Julev, needed to come down and see Eagleburger on

a Saturday morning. Eagleburger agreed because he was going to be in anyway but

the timing was very tight. The ambassador was asked to be here at ten a.m. sharp and
we'll do what we have to do in half an hour. Ten a.m. rolls around, no Julev, no Julev, no
Julev, and Eagleburger, as Eagleburger was one to do, said well the hell with him and
disappeared. He said you send me a note on Monday morning and tell me why they aren't
here.

Eleven o'clock Julev shows up downstairs. | had been calling around and | couldn't find
him, etc., etc. He shows up down at the main entrance to the State Department. | went
down and said, “Eagleburger is gone. Where were you? All this urgency and you don't
show up.” It turns out that it was right when daylight savings time had changed and not
only had the Bulgarians neglected to turn their clocks back but they had gone the whole
week without realizing that their clocks were an hour off. Right here in the middle of
Washington they managed not to know. Because they only saw each other they were all
on time. They were all working off the same time.

Q: What about drug trafficking? Was that a problem because they had these big
international trucks on legitimate travel to Europe that used to go from Turkey up through
Bulgaria and parts of Yugoslavia?

McGHEE: There was intense suspicion. In my time nothing was proven although everyone
was pretty sure. It wasn't so much drug trafficking as it was the sort of thing that Noriega
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did in Panama which was allowing these people to use the national territory as a platform
for moving their stuff along. The Bulgarians, as far as | know, and this may have changed
later on, were mainly concerned in getting a rake off. Stuff could move through but the
Bulgarians had to be paid.

They handled this all through these enormous state companies that existed there and
were into all sorts of things. Some of them handled transportation and this was essentially
how it was done. They were brought in through special arrangements and they weren't
bothered by security or customs coming or going. They were allowed to go out the other
side but they paid. | think that was the main point. There was no enforcement on Bulgarian
territory.

Q: Were you under orders to try to do something about this? Did you make
representation?

McGHEE: We did do some things in Sofia, less here although at one point the Justice
Department was in touch with them about increasing cooperation. This was also the
downside of the differentiation policy which was that it was difficult for us to work so hard
to keep the Bulgarians in the doghouse and then go to them and ask them to give us
special cooperation on this issue and terrorism. We did kind of hold out the prospect that
things might improve if they were more cooperative and if they cracked down on drugs
moving through Bulgarian territory. Every once in a while there would be an arrest. Frankly
| think they were shrewd enough to see what the lay of the land was here and that it was
going to take nothing short of a democratic revolution in Sofia to get Bulgaria out of the
doghouse so why bother.

Q: Was there much trade with Bulgaria at all? | always think of the attar of roses or
whatever that is used for.

McGHEE: That's right. That is a cash crop in Bulgaria. There is a valley of the roses
somewhere out in the central highlands around Plovdiv and they grow roses there and
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extract the essence for perfume companies so it is big business. They grow some wine.

It is kind of a Mediterranean climate and Bulgarian food is very Mediterranean. It is more
like Greek food than it is like Northern European food. A big part of their diet is based on
yogurt. Yogurt apparently is a traditionally thing. Bulgars originally came from Central Asia
and they fermented the yogurt in their saddle bags as they pounded across the steppes.
The embassy used to give me every year for Christmas a yogurt culture for me to make
my own yogurt. | never quite got the hang of it but | was a little bit suspicious anyway their
reputation being what it was.

The other thing was we had this long and involved story here with the embassy. They
occupied a building on 16th Street that used to be an ice cream factory; that was their
chancery. It was in a dangerous neighborhood and they were constantly being mugged
coming and going from the building. They wanted to move and build a new chancery up on
Connecticut Avenue where all these embassies are, that kind of diplomatic park there next
to UDC, University of the District of Columbia. But along with the spot that the Russian
embassy occupies on Wisconsin Avenue, that is the highest point in the District. The CIA
and the Pentagon insisted that they did not want the Bulgarians up there looking down on
all of their microwave communications. The Bulgarians didn't want to go anywhere else.

They leased the building on 16th Street from a real estate company that sold it to a private
developer. He wanted to turn it into a condo but we had to get the Bulgarians out first.
Their lease was up and they weren't paying any rent because they wanted the State
Department to find them a building that they could move into. Our attitude was it's not our
business to find you a building. You go find yourself a building and do it quick because you
are trespassing on this man's property.

This developer was getting madder and madder and madder and at one point he went to
some Pinkerton or Allied Detective Agency and hired himself a swat team. He was going
to go in there and kick down the door and throw them all out. Of course | had to get the
legal division out of bed in the middle of the night to get a restraining order to stop this guy
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from invading diplomatic premises but in the meantime the Bulgars just dragged their feet
and dragged their feet. They didn't have any money is what it boils down to. Eventually
after about a year and a half, this had started even before | got there, they finally did get
a building that the Israelis had given up over on Florida Avenue and | believe they are still
there. They have never gotten their palace up on Connecticut Avenue.

Q: Then you moved over to basically do the Yugoslav desk for the next year, is that right,
from sort of '82 to '83? What were our concerns with Yugoslavia at that particular time?

McGHEE: Our main concern with Yugoslavia was stability. Tito was dead and he had
left behind him not a successor but a sort of a ramshackle institution called the rotating
presidency. There were | believe eight members of this panel, one for each of the
republics.

Q: There were five republics weren't there?

McGHEE: There were five republics. There were seven members then: five republics and
the two autonomous areas of Kosovo and Voivodina. They each had a seat on it as well.
Everybody got a turn. For a year you were chairman of this body and as chairman of this
body you acted as chief of state for ceremonial purposes. But in order to do anything, you
had to have a majority vote within this panel. Plus Yugoslavia being run the way it was,
each of the separate republic of Montenegro, Bosnia Herzegovina, Croatia, Slovenia and
Macedonia each had their own government that to the extent possible sought to run things
internally.

In my day this rotation actually worked fairly well. The presidency was occupied by people
who had all worked more or less closely with Tito and believed in Titoism and a united
Yugoslavia and so they managed to make the thing work even though it was highly
improbable. Of course as soon as the Soviet threat was taken away, it flew to pieces. In
those days it worked reasonably well.
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The other big problem was with the Albanians. There was severe ethnic strife in Kosovo
that caused the shutting down of the University of Pristina. The Kosovo government was
dissolved at various times and was run by a sort of commissioner that was sent there
from Belgrade. The Yugoslav army was bolstering the police in the region. There were
incidents of terrorism and pressure brought against the Serb population to leave with

a consequence that the Serbs went from around 25 to 30 percent gradually down to
about 10 or 12 percent of the population of Kosovo over that period. Of course there was
suspicion that a lot of this was being fermented and financed by Enver Hoxha and the
Albanians next door.

Q: Were there any issues between the United States and Yugoslavia at this time?

McGHEE: Not major ones, no. Relations were actually pretty good and relaxed and of
course with Eagleburger as Under Secretary he paid a lot of attention to the Yugoslavs
and made sure that things stayed on track.

There had been an incident about five years before, | don't remember the exact date
anymore, but a Croatian independence group here in the United States had bombed the
home of the Yugoslav number two in their embassy down here in Northwest Washington.
The home was completely destroyed. Fortunately there was no one injured in the bombing
but the place burned to the ground. The Yugoslavs had not had it adequately insured and
the rebuilding was significantly more than they had in their insurance fund. Eagleburger
actually managed to get the State Department to pay the balance of the rebuilding costs.
Technically it is our responsibility with an attack like this on our territory.

| actually did a good bye party for this guy. | went and got the check that was written on
the secretary's sort of emergency fund, | guess. It had a name and | don't remember
what it was called anymore. It was a fund that the secretary had some discretion over
how to spend. They wrote the check and | brought it to this reception and handed it to
Eagleburger when he came through the door then he waved it and handed it over.

Interview with Joseph R. McGhee http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001407



Library of Congress

By and large relations were very good. There were problems but they mainly stemmed
from the fact that the Yugoslavs were in kind of an economic crisis and the embassy had
no money. They were constantly stiffing tradesmen or asking us to pick up the cost of this
or that.

Q: Where we concerned about anti communist forces in the United States, | mean #migr#
Serbs or Croats?

McGHEE: | think it was #migr# Croats at that time in particular.

Q: Were they causing any other problems? Did we keep good track of who was doing what
to whom?

McGHEE: They did cause problems and in a number of areas. Sitting in the State
Department the problem was that some of these Croatian organizations had good
contacts in congress and congress was constantly on us about being too friendly with the
Yugoslavs. It was nothing insurmountable but it was constant sniping. They would turn
up from time to time with the old Ustashi flag, independent Croatia, and bug the Yugoslav
ambassador sometimes when he traveled. The worst incident was the bombing of this
house here that | recall.

Q: I can't remember when it happened, the Artukovich case. Did that occur during this
time?

McGHEE: No. Actually Artukovich, as | recall, was arrested in Yugoslavia for snapping
photographs.

Q: No. | am talking about Artukovich who goes back to the Ustashi regime in Croatia and
had been living in California. | think he was a war criminal. That had been taken care of?
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McGHEE: No that didn't take place during my time. In my time there was a guy whose
name | can't remember that had been picked up for allegedly spying, economic espionage.
Although what he had actually done was, only with difficulty it could be characterized as
that. He got out while | was on the desk although most of the work had been done by

my predecessor. We handled his departure and his flight back to the States. | can't now
remember the guy's name.

Q: No earthquakes or anything like that in your time?
McGHEE: No, no earthquakes. There were no forces of nature work.

Q: Forces of nature were benign. How about between Yugoslavia and lItaly, were there any
Issues that we got involved in?

McGHEE: None that we got involved in. In that time frame or slightly before that, actually
when | was serving in Italy in around 1978, there was an agreement signed between
Yugoslavia and Italy at a place called Ozemmal which is in the Marque, northeastern Italy.
It was a treaty that was supposed to settle all the outstanding issues from the Second
World War including Trieste and all of that. In fact the Ozemmal Treaty generally did settle
most of those issues.

Some of them have been reopened since then because of the collapse of Yugoslavia. Italy
IS now settling its outstanding issues with each of these countries separately. There are
some issues stemming from the expulsion of most of the Italian population at the end of
World War II.

At that time this Ozemmal agreement had just been signed and it was holding up pretty
well and being pretty faithfully implemented by both sides. Tourism and travel to the
Dalmatian coast was open and it was being fully utilized by Italians as well as Germans
and Swedes. It was a pretty quiet time.
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Q: | thought we might pick up the next time after '‘83. Where did you go in '83?
McGHEE: | went to Rome.

Q: Today is the 29th of September 19997. You were in Rome from when to when?
McGHEE: From about August of '83 to June or early July of '87.

Q: What were you doing in Rome?

McGHEE: | was in the political section. | worked entirely on Italian internal politics. My
main responsibility was following in particular the Christian Democratic Party which was at
that time the largest party in Italy. It was the one party that had been in every government
since the Second World Watr. | also was responsible for following the ups and downs of
the government itself in parliament. | followed the key deliberations in parliament and |
also had a brief for Italian judiciary especially their dealings with organized crime. | also
followed sort of local politics, local governments. That meant also coordinating reporting
with the consulates at that time. We had seven consulates in Italy | believe: Trieste,
Genoa, Torino, Milano, Florence, Naples and Palermo.

Q: Who was the ambassador, at least when you got there in '83?
McGHEE: Maxwell Rabb and he was still the ambassador when | left in '87.

Q: What was your impression of the embassy as a working unit when you were there
during '83 to '87.

McGHEE: The embassy was quite strong. | would say perhaps in many ways | thought
that the embassy that | worked for in Rome from '76 to '78 was perhaps the best group |
ever worked with in terms of just ability and talent in the political section and the economic
section. The embassy in Rome was very strong. They had an experienced political
counselor when | got there, Charlie Stout, who knew Italy very well. The DCM was really
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a first rate FSO named Peter Bridges who later went off to be ambassador to Somalia. It
was a good section all and all | would say.

Q: During this, particularly when you initially arrived and as things developed, you were
the man who was looking at the Christian Democrats, the DC. Did you see any signs of,
you might say, decay coming in? You say it had been in a long time and any party that has
been in a long time begins to crack around the edges. It is just inevitable.

McGHEE: It was not the party it had once been. Clearly some of the energy and drive

had gone out of the leadership. | arrived in the summer of '83 just after elections in which
the DC had scored what was at that time its historic low which was around 34 # or 35
percent of the vote. The communist party, the PCI, had at that time just scored in the same
elections an historic high at about 29 percent. The DC was already beset by problems
related to corruption and it was laboring under considerable difficulty already. It later of
course fell apart completely some years after | left but even at that time the signs of strain
were evident.

The leader of the DC at that time was Cherico Domita who was an able, cultivated and
very intelligent man from a place called Nusco which was near Avalino in the south in
the so called Taladelavoro. In other circumstances he might have been a good leader for
the DC but at that time he certainly lacked the ability to inspire. He was operating from a
position of weakness in that he was really to a large extent in the hands of the big faction
leaders within the party, the heads of the so called Corenti. He had a tough job juggling
internal party problems with the need to maintain the party's role in government.

After the 1983 elections which were generally seen as a defeat for the PC since it was an
historic low for them in a national election, they had been forced to accept the leader of
the socialist party, Bettino Craxi, as prime minister. In fact Craxi was in charge for nearly
all of the four years that | was there. He headed two governments and a very short third
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government running from the last week of July in '83 right up until the spring of 1987 when
he was replaced by a sort of interim government headed by Amatori Fanfani.

In fact in 1987 there was a planned official visit to Rome by Ronald Reagan en route to
the Venice Economic Summit of 1987. Reagan was going to come to Rome a few days
early and have an official visit to Italy. Because of the fall of the Craxi government and the
turmoil surrounding the formation of the Fanfani government the visit to Italy portion of that
trip was canceled. He just went to a villa up north somewhere and relaxed for a few days.
He skipped the Rome part entirely.

Q: What was the attitude of the political section when you arrived there? The Christian
Democrats had reached their historic low. Everything is historic in Italian politics. Were we
beginning to write the Christian Democrats off? How did we feel about it?

McGHEE: It was somewhat more complicated than that. | think there was at that time a
general feeling that perhaps we were too close to the Christian Democrats but | don't think
that there was any clear sense of what options there were.

| mentioned that the Christian Democrats at that time were struggling with a variety of
scandals and internal problems related to corruption. One of these had involved a man
named Francisco Padsiansa who had played a very central role in a number of affairs that
had occurred in Italy over the previous 10 or 15 years. He worked at times for the Italian
security services and did a number of jobs for them both internally and involving outside
contacts with people like the Libyans and groups in the Middle East. He also had contacts
with organized crime and he was known to have gone to prisons and visited in prisons
organized crime leaders including an incident where he apparently arranged the release
of the son of a former leader of the Socialist Party, Den Martino, who had been kidnapped
by the Camorra. The Camorra is the mafia of Naples. He had shuttled back and forth and
arranged some sort of deal for the release of Den Martino's son but involving what quid-
pro-quo no one was entirely sure. He had been involved in a number of deals involved
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rake offs on contracts for rebuilding in southern Italy following the big earthquake there

in 1980. Padsiansa had also had some contacts with someone in the embassy political
section that had not been particularly compromising but created some problems. He was
in with the DC and there was just some feeling that we were just a little too close to DC for
our own good.

Part of what | did do while | was there was to try to maintain good relations with the
Christian Democrats. Possibly part of that was to put the relationship on a more realistic
basis and to begin looking towards the future to changes it seemed that would inevitably
take place in Italy. In my time they actually bounced back a little bit. When 1 left they had
come up a bit in the 1987 elections as opposed to 1983. | think it's becoming increasingly
clear to everyone that the long term trend is downhill.

At that time we were still involved in the Cold War and of course the question was what

Is the option to the Christian Democrats? As | said, some people thought Craxi and the
socialists might be an option in the long run but Craxi, although he was fairly successful at
least in Italian terms as prime minister, never succeeded in getting the socialists above 16
percent.

The other big party of course was the communists who were getting very close to 30

at that point. In fact there were elections for the European parliament in 1985 in which
the communists actually were the highest vote getters. They got more votes than the
Christian Democrats by half a percentage point or so. That was also seen at the time
as a possibly historic event although it turned out that many Italians simply viewed the
European elections as not meaning anything and took it as a cost free way to register a
protest.

Q: In the political section, but maybe not officially, in the bull sessions or in talking to one
another, were you thinking the unthinkable? What would happen if the communists came
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in? We are still talking about the Cold War being on and Gorbachev was beginning to
come in at this point.

McGHEE: When did Andropov die? Gorbachev came in towards the end of this period as |
recall. There was a couple years of Andropov, then Chernenko.

Q: The Soviet Union was not considered benign. What was sort of the thought that if the
communists did come within the ability to form a government, was there concern about
what happens or will the military do something? What were you all thinking in these terms?

McGHEE: The communists had come quite close in the 1970s. There were a series of
Andreotti governments from 1976 to 1979 which were essentially single party governments
of the Christian Democrats. They were minority governments and they were kept afloat

by the communists. But subsequent to that, the reason that the Christian Democrats had
been forced in those times to operate single party governments was because they were
unable to find coalition partners.

There were the socialists and the so called lade parties, the little parties in the middle
(liberals, social democrats and the republicans) all of whom usually pooled in between two
and four percent of the vote. Italy had this proportional system that tended to inflate the
importance of small parties. These parties had tried to detach themselves from the DC in
that period thinking that this would give them higher profile and more success at the polls
when in fact the opposite happened. They hurt themselves by being out of government.
They were tiny parties. In government when they had a few ministries they had access to
some patronage. Out of government they ran the risk of becoming irrelevant.

In the early 1980s they came back to the DC and there was even a brief period when the
Christian Democrats took refuge from an earlier set of scandals and let the republicans

in the person of Giovani Spatalini have the prime ministership. He had two governments
that lasted | suppose all together of a year and a half or something like that. The average
survival time for an Italian government in those days was between eight and nine months.
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Craxi's first government was something like the 43rd or 44th since the Second World War.
The people at the ministries used to say that there was a typical cycle for a government
which was that you spent three months bringing the new minister in and getting them to
the point where they could do some work. You spent three months working really hard
then you spent three months sitting around watching while everything fell apart then it
started over again. Craxi at least broke that mold in that his first government lasted almost
two years and he was immediately able to put together a second government that lasted
over a year, | don't remember exactly how long.

Q: The embassy has a job. One is to report on things but also to get decisions from
governments. | would think that with this situation where the majority of the time the
ministers are really not up to full competence because of the constant changes, did you
and others in the embassy find that you relied rather heavily on the civil service?

McGHEE: That was the way things worked, yes. In my job | was the one person that
didn't have to worry about running into the ministries all the time. My job involved going

to parliament, going to where the DC had its headquarters and going to any number of
coffee bars and restaurants around town which were Christian Democratic hangouts

and that's where | did my work. But yes, in contrast to what you might think, this sort of
constant instability at the top made the Italians very easy to work with on some things.

For example in this period and despite of the governmental instability we managed to get
a final decision to go ahead and then implement the installation of intermediate range
missiles in Comiso. It all went much more smoothly and much more free of protests in Italy
than it did elsewhere in Europe, I'm think specifically now of Germany and Great Britain
and the Netherlands, in spite of the fact that Italy had the largest communist party by far
in the West. The communists were pointing towards a role in government for themselves
and one of the things that they wanted to demonstrate was that they could work with
NATO. They largely stood aside from the INF decision and we got our people into Comiso
and got our building done and got the Cruise missiles installed with really a minimum of
problems and a minimum of political wear and tear. Our big difficulties arose from two
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things. Number one was the Iran Contra arms scandal. We had been hitting the Italians
hard over and over again over their connection with Libya. Italy was then and remains now
very much dependent on Libya for oil. There is no oil in Italy whatsoever. They tread very
carefully where the Libyans were concerned. We berated them constantly over terrorism
wanting them to do more and take a tougher line even though frankly they were always
there when we needed them or most of the time. They sent a contingent to Lebanon and

it was extremely successful. They were in downtown Beirut and they did an excellent job
and had no problems working with the local population on both sides of the green line
whereas we had problems.

Q: We had a barracks blow up and the French had the same problems.

McGHEE: In any event, all of our preaching was, to put it mildly, undermined when it
turned out that the administration had been offering weapons systems to the Iranians in
order to get hostages freed in Lebanon. Our rhetoric was all the other way and frankly
what we were telling the Italians in private was all the other way. To say the least it flushed
all that down the toilet.

In 1985 there was an Italian cruise ship called the Achille Lauro that was hijacked by

a group of terrorists in international waters in the Mediterranean. They took the Achille
Lauro on a long tour of the Eastern Med. They went to Cairo, they went up to Latakia

in Syria and they went back to Alexandria. In the course of this for some reason that

has never been entirely clear, the terrorists took an American citizen passenger name
Leon Klinghoffer who was in wheelchair up on deck at one point, shot him and threw him
overboard. No one knew this had happened at the time. They were at sea and the leader
of the Palestinian organization, who subsequently it became clear was the individual who
ordered this operation in the first place, named Abu Abbas flew into Cairo, went up to
Alexandria and talked them into leaving the cruise ship. Subsequently it was Negroponte
who was ambassador to Egypt at the time went on board and discovered this American
had been killed.
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Q: No it was not Negroponte it was, anyway it wasn't but | interviewed him. That name is
escaping me at the time. Nick Veliotes.

McGHEE: He immediately asked the Egyptians to seize these people and arrest them
because all of this had taken place on the understanding that no one had been harmed
aboard the ship. The Egyptians didn't arrest them. They gave them an airplane and
they were flying them somewhere. We intercepted them in the middle of the night

over international waters and at that point were presented with the problem of having
intercepted them where do you take them? This was a big airliner. It was an Egyptian
military airplane.

They escorted them to Sigonella in Sicily which was a U.S. facility located on an Italian Air
Force base in Sicily and forced them down there without having informed the Italians in
advance that we were going to do this at all. These aircraft appeared out of the night and
plopped down on the runway at Sigonella and announced here we are. Within less than
half an hour from the opposite direction out of the west come a couple of C 130s loaded
with the Delta force.

Q: These are American shock troops?

McGHEE: American anti terrorist commandos with a general named Stiner aboard. The
Italian Carabinieri of course had surrounded the Egyptian airliner with the terrorists on
board and General Stiner proceeded to surround the Italians and tell them to drop their
weapons so that he could storm the plane. Of course the Italian base commander refused
and he was ordered by Rome to stand his ground. The White House was trying to run this
over the radio from the situation room and of course they were pumping up Stiner who was
pumped up anyway.

In any event, the Italians ordered this plane to fly under escort to Rome where they wanted
to get their hands on all of these people. They claimed that although the crime had taken
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place in international waters it was aboard an Italian ship and therefore it was a question
for the Italian courts. General Stiner flew up to Rome and was buzzing the aircraft and had
to be forced away. It was very ugly.

Everything was terrible and the Italians were on the verge of shutting us down. It was just
badly done from our side in any event. All of it happened in the middle of the night. | went
home and virtually everyone else in the embassy went home to bed that night. There was
some sort of a commo and command team that had set itself up in the embassy.

Q: Commo being communications.

McGHEE: Communications and they had flown in from outside from Stuttgart or
someplace. They were able to talk to the ship and to talk to the pilots and talk to Sigonella.
We had gone home thinking it was over at five or six in the afternoon. We came back

the next day and there was a full crisis. These people were on the ground in Rome and
General Stiner was being held at some air base outside of Rome. It all had just gone down
the toilet overnight while we were all asleep.

Q: How did it sort itself out?

McGHEE: It sorted itself out that the Italians arrested the hijackers and put them on trial
in Italy. I believe there were four or five of them. Abu Abbas was the real sticking point
because we wanted him arrested too. They loaded him on a Yugoslav airliner that was on
a regular commercial flight to Belgrade. He was picked up in Belgrade by members of his
organization and subsequently flew to Baghdad. | believe he lives in Baghdad to this day.

Q: Was the embassy in a state of shock trying to mend fences, build bridges, the whole
thing?

McGHEE: Initially there were a number of extremely peremptory and harsh instructions
that came out of Washington because there was a belief that there was still time to get the
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Italians to change their mind and hold Abu Abbas. The Italians never had any question
but that they were going to arrest and try the actual hijackers. The question was what
was going to happen to Abu Abbas who had not been aboard the ship and who had been
responsible for getting them to surrender peacefully. At that point the Italians didn't have
any evidence, at least as far as they were concerned, to hold him. We were telling them
that there is evidence but we can't show it to you right now. By the time we got around to
getting the evidence freed up, he was long gone.

Q: We are really talking about communication evidence probably, intercept calls of him
directing things and all?

McGHEE: | assume that's what it was. | think they had among other things intercepts of
him discussing the surrender with the people aboard the Achille Lauro and | guess it was
from this, clear in a context that he was giving them orders and not really negotiating with
them. This all came out long after the facts. What we were instructed to do initially, what
the ambassador did, was to go down and make some very, very tough approaches to the
Italians to get them to turn these people over. Of course that didn't work. They had dug
their heels in. They were determined that they were going to do it their way at that point
especially after the evening's activities with General Stiner. General Stiner had done a list
of things that was endless. When the airliner was ordered to take off and fly to Rome, he
had seized a U.S. air force plane. It's the military version of the Gulfstream

Q: It's a very small transport plane.

McGHEE: It's a little passenger jet like an executive jet. The admiral down there had one.
He seized one and brought three or four of his men aboard and was denied clearance to
take off by the air controller at Sigonella. He told them to go to hell and took off anyway.
He chased this plane up the coast barking orders at them while they were being escorted
by Italian air force fighters. It was just an endless series of things. When | returned to
Rome in 1995 which was ten years later, people that | had dealt with in the Italian military
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still remembered this and would bring it up from time to time. Every time a U.S. base
commander wanted a little leeway to do something they would say that we can't really after
Sigonella.

Q: Most of the orders and all seemed to be coming from Oliver North didn't they? It was
part of a very activist dam-the-torpedoes full speed ahead national security council.

McGHEE: It was coming from the NSC. MacFarlane and North, | don't know that they were
still there at the time. Iran Contra had broken by that time and they may have been already
gone. It was the NSC that was trying to run this.

Q: Were there any scandals with the DC? One as you reported, were you looking with the
Christian Democrats at corruption and were you getting much evidence of corruption or
was this so much a given that it almost wasn't worth reporting?

McGHEE: It was a funny thing the way it worked with the DC. The DC at one time way
back in the late '40s and early '50s had received a good deal of support, financial and
otherwise, from us through the Agency. Claire Booth Luce was ambassador and she went
out and campaigned for the Christian Democrats, no holds barred. That came to an end
fairly early on. The DC received aid given that the PCI, the communists, were receiving a
level of financial help from Moscow.

The party owned agricultural cooperatives. Reunite, that wine that you see on TV, thatis a
communist co op from up in Regulobelia. They buy grapes from all over now. They have to
have a huge production in order to be able to have wine all the places that they advertise

it all the time. It's a communists cooperative. They had other cooperatives too. Factories,
machine shops and things like that. They sold to the Soviet Union at way above the market
price and this was a means of the Soviets passing a subsidy back to the PCI.

The DC had its own means of seeking subsidies. It had a significant and important web
of support in the Catholic church all over the country and the Catholic church until very
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recently had no qualms about ordering parishioners to vote Christian Democrat, until
relatively recently | should say.

The DC also viewed the extensive state holdings in industry, utilities and transportation
sector as sort of their answer to the PCI. The DC largely funded itself through these state
owned, either partially or wholly state owned, corporations. The chairman, the people
that ran them, were selected by the government or by committees controlled by the
government. It is a division of spoils among the parties based on their relative strength.
The DC had a huge number of positions in these state owned companies.

There was a ministry of state participation, which oversaw the state's vast economic
holdings. This is something that went back to Mussolini. Mussolini had let the state go
out and buy up failing companies during the depression to keep people in work. He was
largely successful in that during the depression. These state owned companies found
ways to help finance the Christian Democratic Party.

What happened really in the late '70s and early '80s was that this system got out of hand.
The sort of cruise control under which this type of corruption was kept at a kind of socially
acceptable level somehow went out of whack. The sums got to be astronomical and plus

started to find their way into the pockets of private individuals as opposed to just the party
coffers.

For the Christian Democratic parliamentarians and party leaders that were in their 30s,
40s, early 50s even in the 1980s, this was a system that they sort of inherited. | suppose
that if you sat them down as individuals and said now isn't this really illegal, i.e. your taking
rake offs, they might have thought about it and said well yes | suppose it is illegal. What

it was in effect was the way that they had always done things. It was the system they had
inherited from the party's historic leaders. A lot of them | don't think gave it much thought.
They just went on with the practice that they found. What happened was that it got out of
hand. It got to be just ridiculous.
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There was an initiative in my day to take the ambulance services in Naples out of private
hands. In most of Italy this had been done long before. The ambulance services like
everything else were run by the state. They were government employees. But Naples

had kind of this tradition of local ambulance services and it was sort of half run by the
Camorra. These private services had their territories all carefully divided up and you had to
know who to call depending on where you were in Naples. It was complicated, arcane and
Byzantine.

They got a new mayor in and he wanted to change it so they said it is going to become a
state service now but the state is going to buy up the assets of all these private companies
so that the people won't lose their living. They will also hire as many of their drivers and
medical aides as possible. For a while you could go out on the autostrada on any given
day and see ambulances being rushed down to Naples for people who would buy them
from Germany, France, Poland. Some of them were wrecks and had no wheels and were
loaded on the back of flat bed trucks but all you had to do was to get it down to Naples
within a certain period of time and the state would buy it from you, no questions asked. A
lot of people made way too much money on this transaction and it ended up with a certain
number of people, including some prominent Christian Democrats, going to trial if not
going to jail.

This was the kind of thing where | think older people in the party felt that there was a time
when someone somewhere along the line would put their foot down and say that this is
beyond the pale. This kind of limit seemed to have disappeared somewhere along the line
in the late '70s and early '80s. Plus the cost of political campaigning went up and the value
of getting a place in the ministry, all of that became much more lucrative over time. | guess
people just couldn't resist the temptation.

Q: Were we reporting this?

McGHEE: Oh yes.
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Q: Was there the feeling of let's not go too hard on these people or was it just that it was
such a continuing occurrence that unless it really gained some notoriety you focused on
other things?

McGHEE: These things were a constant occurrence. You were in Naples. You know how
it is. This stuff is in there and plus it never goes away. It tends to be recycled every few
years or so, something that happened.

| don't know if you remembered the great Lockheed scandal that brought Giovanni Leoni
down. It ended up with Mario Tenaci who was a defense minister and a Social Democrat,
going to jail. His successor who was a Christian Democrat, who was not involved in the
Lockheed thing at all nevertheless just couldn't shake it off and he ended up having to
resign and leave politics. The Italians love the idea that there had to be some sort of a plot
behind all of these things. That there was some larger group behind it.

The huge overarching scandal of the period in the early 1980s, from say '82 or so until

the end of the decade, was the so called P2 scandal. P2 was a sort of code designation

of a Masonic lodge. Physically it was located near Arezzo in Tuscany. Free Masonry has
this long and very arcane history in Italy because in the period when Italy was divided

up, before Italian unification, the Free Masons were one of the few organizations that
spanned the whole peninsula. They were completely divorced from the church and could
work in a kind of semi clandestinely for Italian unification. Mazzini worked for the Free
Masons. Garibaldi had these mysterious connections with the Free Masons. The church of
course was dead set against Free Masonry for the same reason. The church was also an
independent state at that time.

There is this ambivalent attitude toward Free Masonry anyway and here was this Masonic
lodge in Tuscany that was presided over by a guy nhamed Weicho Di Jelly which had on its
membership rolls dozens and dozens of politicians, generals, judges, corporate people,
the list went on and on. The upshot of it was that there was an assumption made by the
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press, sort of generally shared by everyone in Italy, that this was a kind of government in a
government. That there were mysterious meetings that took place, one wasn't exactly sure
where, where all these huge powerful people in the state got together and plotted this and
planted that. It was linked with terrorism but in spite of all the investigations and the years
and years of allegations and people being forced to resign from their jobs in government,
no criminal conspiracy was ever uncovered. Di Jelly went on trial for various things but he
was arrested time and time again. He never went to prison and he was never convicted of
anything nor was anyone else. This was there and it was constantly brought up. P2s hand
was suddenly seen behind everything that had happened in Italy for the last 30 years.

Q: In your work you also covered the judiciary. This is, particularly in their fighting of
organized crime, the Camorra, the Dragnata and the Mafia, what was your impression of
the judiciary in this time?

McGHEE: The judiciary was like anything else. Virtually any general statement that you
make about the Italian judiciary is going to be inaccurate except for the one | just made.

At that time the dominant overarching figure in the Italian judiciary was Giovanni Falconi
who was the head of the pool of magistrates in Palermo that were investigating the Mafia.
They were the point men in the Italian state's effort to bring the Mafia under control. The
three key judges in Palermo in those days were Falconi and his two main assistants

who were Pala Boralino and the other one's name was Shaki Guitano. | had nothing but
admiration for these three guys, Falconi in particular.

They lived unbelievably. Their lives were just beyond belief. Falconi never saw his family.
He couldn't discuss where they were kept or what their identity was. | think in my own
opinion they were hidden somewhere in France or Switzerland at the time. He saw them
three or four times a year at the most.

You are talking about a condition that he in effect had agreed to accept in perpetuity, for
all that he knew. He had agreed to take on the Mafia. This is a lifetime commitment. This
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isn't like going into the Marine Corps and going to Vietnam for a year and a half but then
you come home and are done with it. This wasn't home for Falconi because it was just a
year and a half after he left Palermo and was done with the Mafia phase of his career that
he was murdered by the Mafia on the autostrada coming in from the airport to Palermo. He
and his wife were both killed along with several of his bodyguards.

Palermo had become extremely dangerous so that the DEA didn't go do there at least
officially. They maintained contact and people went in and out but not people from the
embassy. The legal attach# did not go to Palermo anymore. | was one of the few people
that ever went down there for representing the embassy. When | went down | used to see
Falconi and Boralino.

Boralino was also murdered by the Mafia, in fact about a month after Falconi was
murdered by a car bomb. Boralino was also blown up by a car bomb outside of his
mother's house. That's the way that these guys lived. They accepted that this was going
to be the condition. For years and years they went on like this. This was an unbelievably
stressful life and they had to go rocketing through Palermo in these motorcades that were
just absolutely hair raising. If you ever rode anywhere with one of these guys you would
pay money to be permitted to walk back.

| had just nothing but admiration for Falconi. He was the impetus behind getting Italy

a law that permitted plea bargaining so that they could get Mafiosi to come in and give
themselves up and testify against others. Because this was it, if you wanted to go after the
big fish the only way to do it was to get other Mafiosi to testify against them. There was no
way that someone with a jewelers shop in downtown Palermo who was paying protection
money to someone, they never got anywhere near the big guys. Falconi went after the big
guys. He ended up paying for it with his life. | had nothing but admiration for the guy.

Q: What about were we putting much pressure on the Italians to do something about
particularly drugs and this sort of thing or were the Italians working on it on their own?
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McGHEE: You're talking about pressure. We felt that cooperation was very good. The

high profile thing was this so called “peace and connection trial” which involved a number
of prominent, in Italian they are called penitenti they are people who have turned states
evidence in effect. A guy named Tomas Buccetta and a couple of smaller fry were needed
for testimony in a trial in the United States for people who had been bringing drugs into the
United States.

The arrangement we made with the Italians was the people that had been in prison who
were doing time in the United States or were being held as material witnesses in the
United States could cooperate simultaneously with investigations and trials that were going
on in Italy. There was an international agreement, a special agreement that had to be
signed between Italy and the United States to make this happen. It was very complicated
legally clearing this all up with the two legal systems because usually what happens is

that you go on trial in one country and serve your sentence. At the end of your sentence
country number two can then try and get hold of you.

We achieved really a rather extraordinary level of cooperation with the Italians on these
guys using their testimony simultaneously or concurrently. At the same time that trials
were going on in the States and they were testifying there, trials were going on in Italy

in the so called alabunker, fortified courtroom in Palermo, and they were testifying there.
There was an extraordinary degree of cooperation. This was the case that got all the
headlines but there were a number of other cases going on at the same time. It wasn't a
question of applying pressure at all. It was in fact a very worthwhile and fruitful cooperation
between the Justice Department and the Italian judiciary that continues to go on now |
think, 1 hope.

Q: Did you feel any pressure on anything or did we pay much attention to the Italian
American community in the United States which is large? Many of our politicians have a
hydra head. Did that raise itself in any way that you became aware of during this time?
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McGHEE: Certainly not in any negative sense. The Italian American community in the
United States is in fact as you said very large. Some elements of it are very active and
they were in periodic contact with the embassy. We did quite a lot of things with them:
cultural programs, visits. | would also say that they are involved in quite a number of
activities with the Italian embassy here in Washington and Italian consulates in the United
States. Things would come up from time to time. They often do some lobbying, various
Italian American organizations, when the time comes around for a new ambassador to
Italy or to the Vatican to be appointed. | would say that occasionally for some other things,
like when the push was being made to get the Department of Agriculture to lift the ban on
importing prosciutto into the United States.

Q: Because technically it is raw?

McGHEE: It is the whole question of trichinosis which exists here in the United States.
There is no trichinosis in Italy but of course the fact remains that at the time and until very
recently the way prosciutto was prepared was it is air and salt cured and it is not cooked.
Of course, for anyone who has grown up in America one of the first things your mother
tells you is that if that's pork, you've got to cook it until it's dead.

The Italian prosciutto industry thought that getting into the U.S. market was going to be

a huge breakthrough for them and they would make lots and lots of money. It hasn't
turned out that way. They did get in here. You can buy Italian prosciutto but frankly it is

So expensive that very few people do and very few Americans can be convinced that it is
safe to eat ham that hasn't been cooked even though it is great stuff. Very few people can
afford to eat it every day.

Q: What was you impression of how Ambassador Rabb operated?

McGHEE: Ambassador Rabb didn't try to play the professional diplomat. He didn't want
to be carrying out demarches every day. He saw his role as being first and foremost the

Interview with Joseph R. McGhee http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001407



Library of Congress

embassy's public face. He played that very well. He had his set of contacts at the highest
level which he was prepared to utilize when there was something appropriately important
that was required.

He was always prepared to go in when there was really something important that needed
to be done at the highest level but he wanted his staff to handle the day to day stuff. He
stayed on top of it but he didn't get involved. His level of engagement was different. He
wanted to be briefed on what was going on but then he wanted people to go about their
business and get the work of the embassy done. He was prepared to move when there
was something that really required top level attention but he expected the DCM to make
the embassy function below that level. A perfectly nice man to work for.

Q: What about the utility as a political officer of the reporting and contacts in the
consulates?

McGHEE: That had a tendency to go up and down. Some of them were much more
important for economic reasons than for political reasons. We had a consulate in Torino
which was 40 minutes down the road from Genoa solely because the Agnelli family liked to
have a consulate there.

Q: I remember when | was there when they were trying to shut it down and Agnelli would
come and talk to his friends which were extraordinary in the United States, this was the
Fiat family.

McGHEE: Torino is an important place but in the circumstances, there probably wasn't
enough work to justify having three consulates, Torino, Genoa and Milano each within an
hour's drive of the other. Now of course what you have left aside from Rome is Milano,
Florence and Naples, and that's it. Palermo has been closed. I'm not so sure it's such

a good idea to close Palermo but it is gone now and it will never come back. The State
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Department has tried to close Florence a number of times but the Senate won't let them
close Florence. | think Florence ought to be kept for sentimental reasons.

The only thing that | would add here is apart from politics, local politics at election time
become important. The importance of reporting from the consulates tends to go up and
down. I think it is that way with all consulates. Milan is a huge financial and industrial
center and Milan is much more important for economic and commercial work than it is for
anything political.

Apart from anything else, in a country like Italy, these places do consular work and the
United States ought to bear in mind that consular work is important to citizens when they
are traveling abroad. We get a couple million tourists a year at least in Italy. There is some
value to having someone on the scene in these key tourist stops which are Rome Florence
and Venice. We still own a building in Venice but it was given away by Graham Matrtin to
his alma matter, Wake Forest University. | don't know what our rights are with regards to
that building anymore but | would think that since so many Americans visit Venice every
year, so many things happen to them, that should be taken into account.

Q: Were the Red Brigades and that type of terrorist group in Italy a problem while you
were there?

McGHEE: As we discussed earlier, the first time | served in Italy from '76 to '78 was really
at the height of the Red Brigades. | was there during the Moro kidnapping. In that period in
the '80s when | was there the Red Brigades activity was rapidly coming to a close. Part of
what brought them down was the Dozier kidnapping.

General Dozier was commander, chief of staff | guess, at Land South which is the ground
component of the NATO southern command. It's located in Verona. | think General Dozier
had an apartment not in Verona but just down the road in Vicenza or outside of Vicenza.
He was a one star general who was kidnapped from his apartment by the Red Brigades
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and subsequently tracked down. The Italian police discovered where they were holding
him. They ran a commando operation, broke down the door and freed him.

In the process they really broke the back of the Red Brigades. They found evidence and
papers during the arrests they made on the spot when they freed Dozier and during the
ones that followed from the evidence that they had developed out of the Dozier case,
that really put the Red Brigades on the road to the end. But there were still Red Brigades
people around.

While | was in Rome, and | believe it was in 1984, a U.S. diplomat in Rome named Ray
Hunt was killed. He was the secretary general of the multi national peace force in the Sinai
that was policing the treaty between Egypt and Israel in the Sinai. It had its administrative
headquarters in Rome. Hunt was an FSO and had been DCM in Lebanon at one point |
think. As the chief administrator he was located in Rome. He went out to the Sinai once

in a while but he mainly worked in Rome. A commando that consisted of some Red
Brigades and a number of Palestinians ambushed him in the driveway of his home in
Rome and murdered him. The Red Brigades were involved in this as | said. A number of
them participated in the murder and they provided some of the logistical support for the
Palestinians that came in.

It underlined the fact that they were on the wane because they clearly had not understood
who Hunt was and what his function was. His title was secretary general of the MFO. He
was an FSO as | told you but in their communiqu#s they consistently referred to him as
General Hunt. They had the idea in their heads that he was military. This was not typical

of the Red Brigades. Usually their intelligence was better. They were well financed and
they had time to set up these attacks that they carried out with some care to make sure
that they didn't get caught. But this was much more sloppy than their usual thing and it
just underlined the fact that the leadership was fading fast. In fact this was one of the last
attacks that they carried out. There was a journalist named Tantarella that was murdered a
few months later and then they really began to unravel.
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There was still terrorism in Rome. There was a mortar attack on the embassy during that
time but it was carried out by people from the Middle East not by the Red Brigades. They
were really out by that time.

Q: Were you there during the bombing of Libya by American forces?
McGHEE: Yes.
Q: Could you explain why this took place and what the Italian reaction was?

McGHEE: Actually this was a rather sensitive. It took place because in 1983 or perhaps
early '84 there was a bomb that was set in a nightclub called the LaBelle Disco in Berlin in
which an American serviceman and a Turkish woman who worked at this club were killed,
and a number of people were injured. It was a known hang out for U.S. military personnel
from the Berlin brigade. We had intercepts that clearly indicated that Libya was involved.
They had brought some Palestinians or radical Arabs into East Berlin, provided them with
the bomb making equipment and had got them into West Berlin to carry out this attack.
There was no doubt about this. We had accused the Libyans of this and it was supposedly
a retaliation for this whole line of death thing with Qadhafi. | don't know if you remember
that or not.

Q: The Gulf of Sidra and we shot down some planes.

McGHEE: We shot down a couple of Libyan planes. There were exchanges of threats
between us and the Libyans. We said that we had proof. The Libyans said, “No, no. It's
impossible.” Of course in great secrecy the decision was made to bomb Libya. The planes
took off; some of them from carriers in the Med, some from Great Britain. There were
some secret contacts made with the French to get permission for the ones from Great
Britain to over fly France. | think they were F 111s. The French refused permission and so
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these planes had to actually fly down over the Atlantic and through the Straits of Gibraltar
to get to Libya. There was mid air refueling.

The Italians were not involved in this at all because when the French refused to open up
their air space there was no need to go through Italian air space. Italy was not forewarned
at all that this was going to take place. The bombing took place and there were a number
of sites in downtown Tripoli and in Benghazi that were hit. There was collateral damage:
in Tripoli the Polish embassy was blown up as | recall, and the French embassy was
damaged. Where Italy came in was that Qadhafi retaliated immediately by launching two
Scud missiles at Italian territory. He was supposedly aiming at a Loron station. Do you
know what a Loron station is?

Q: It's a long range navigational station.
McGHEE: It's supposed to help ships navigate. We have them all over the place.
Q: It's basically a Coast Guard activity.

McGHEE: They are run by the Coast Guard but they are these big places full of electronic
equipment. There was one on this island of Pantelleria which is sort of mid way between
Sicily and Libya out there in the middle of the Med.

Q: It played a minor role in World War Il. Pantelleria and Famagusta, there were two
islands.

McGHEE: We had a Loron station out there with a couple of Coast Guard officers on it
and Qadhafi tried to hit it with a couple of Scud missiles. It was an extreme range for the
Scuds and they hit the water about a hundred yards offshore. The Italians hadn't been
forewarned that any of this was going to take place and suddenly there is Qadhafi shooting
missiles at them. There was a good deal of flapping over this.
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Q: What was the lItalian reaction, both public and governmental?

McGHEE: Publicly it was mildly supported in that the Italians reiterated their condemnation
of terrorism and felt that we had done this on the basis of good information. Privately of
course this was not the kind of thing that they liked to see. Privately their reaction was

you do this and now Qadhafi is shooting missiles at us. What is going to happen next? If
he strikes out at someone it is likely to happen on our territory and not on your territory. |
would say that their reaction was one of concern but there was some recognition that the
reasons behind this were not trivial.

Q: When you left Italy in '87 what was sort of your picture of whither Italian politics, and
whither Italy as it involved American concerns?

McGHEE: The big question with Italian politics as it had been, was always what do you
do about the PCI? How do you get around the fact that the main opposition is a party that
we view as being, if not Moscow controlled, at least way too close to Moscow and a real
security problem from our point of view? The answer to that had not been arrived at yet
and in the meantime there really was no alternative to the DC.

It was clear that the DC was floundering but on the other hand they had bounced back a
bit from their previous low in '84 to the vote in '87. They actually climbed up a couple of
percentage points. What it amounted to was, well we are OK for a while and we will see
what happens next. | think that part of this really concerned the PCI. There was a very
strong feeling within the embassy that the PCI had peaked and that it was never going to
get above 30 percent again. Where were all those votes were going to go? | would have to
say that many of us hoped that they would end up going to Craxi and the socialists. In the
end Craxi and the socialists disappeared completely when their own level of corruption,
especially locally in Milan was revealed.
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Q: Craxi in fact ended up, didn't he, in Tunisia or something? Did we see Craxi and his
party as having feet of clay at that point?

McGHEE: Feet of clay, that is one way to put it. The problem with the socialists was that
they had a couple of impressive leaders at the top: Craxi, his right hand Claudio Matrtelli,
Giuliano Amato who was himself later prime minister. Behind them the organization was
clearly seen and understood by us to be not up to the task of providing national leadership.
There were lots of crooks and just lots of people who had no interest in taking on the long
term and very difficult work of building a real political organization. The PSI in too many
places was just content to hand out a few government jobs, pinch off what votes it could
that way, and not really organize and fight the PCI district after district after district to take
those votes away from the communists.

That's where their votes would have had to come from was from the communists. There
was the sense that the communists were on their way downhill; that younger Italians no
longer saw the PCI as their model, as the source of political inspiration or what have you.
There was no real sense of where these people were going to go. I'll tell you something
else that out on the far right the MSI which was the neo fascist party, were still pariahs
when | left in 1987. | would have laughed at the notion that they could have become a
legitimate mainstream type party within a decade which they seemed to have managed to
do.

Q: Why don't we leave it at this point this time and pick it up next time, you were there? In
‘87 whither?

McGHEE: Panama.
Q: You were in Panama from '87 to?

McGHEE: '89.
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Q: We'll pick it up then.

Today is the first of October 1997. We're in Panama from '87 to '89. Any particular reason
for going to Panama?

McGHEE: | have a handicapped child and Panama was especially inviting because it
had Department of Defense schools. The Department of Defense is required to provide
facilities for their students that are on a par with what they can get here in the States. We
had a guarantee going to Panama that the schooling that we needed would be available.
It was at that time very difficult in some cases to get posts to respond when you were in
the bidding process to tell you what was available locally. This was turned over to the
CLOs, Community Liaison Officer, Family Liaison Officer. Some of them were incredibly
responsive and very helpful and others were not responsive at all when you were looking
for places. Of course you didn't want to get out to a post and then find out that there was
nothing there.

Panama just happened to be for me a good match because at the time people were being
told that they needed to diversify and to get into another geographic bureau. For me this
represented a different geographic bureau and it represented a place where | could be
certain of finding the educational resources that we needed. I'd like to say that | was
fascinated by some aspect of Panamanian life and culture but in fact | was pretty much
willing to go anywhere where | was certain that | would find the schooling we needed.

Q: I think this demonstrates for many of us that the family does come first. Many of our
careers are predicated, particularly at certain points, by family considerations.

McGHEE: | would say that is very true. It's a timing issue in many ways. Given the age
etc., there was just no question of going to a boarding school at this point so we needed to
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be someplace where these facilities would be available. They were available at the DOD
school in Panama which we were very happy with.

Q: When you arrived there in '87, this was some years after the Panama Canal Treaty had
been both signed and ratified, what was the situation? In the first place, what were you
doing and then what was the situation as you saw it when you arrived?

McGHEE: The situation was actually graphically illustrated when | arrived because just
at the time that | was arriving, there was a large demonstration that was sponsored by,

| wouldn't say so much by the Panamanian government as by the Panamanian defense
forces. Several cars were burned in the embassy parking lot and the embassy building
which was kind of a white washed white affair was attacked with water balloons filled with
red paint. We had this red streaked building and all these smoldering remains of vehicles
out in the parking lot. Really this demonstration had been organized by the Panamanian
armed forces and their political supporters in response to the fact that the embassy had
spoken in support of this democracy movement that had begun in Panama at that time.

People were marching in the streets and were wearing white to these demonstrations to
show that you were a supporter of the opposition. The opposition was really demonstrating
for a greater degree of civilian control. It wasn't so much that elections in Panama were
grossly dishonest although they were obviously manipulated up to a point especially if the
result was going to be one that the defense forces didn't like. It was clear to everyone in
Panama that up to that time the defense forces controlled the civilian government rather
than the civilian government controlling the defense forces. There was a President and a
Cabinet and all of those things but they were largely figureheads controlled by the FDP,
the Forces de Defense de la Panama, the defense forces. At that time the commander in
chief of the defense forces was General Manual Noriega.

Q: What was your job?
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McGHEE: | was deputy political counselor.
Q: Who was the ambassador at the time?

McGHEE: The ambassador was Arthur Davis. He had previously been ambassador to
Paraguay and Panama was his second ambassadorial assignment. He was a political
appointee. He was from Denver Colorado where | believe he had been a very successful
real estate developer: housing developments, malls, shopping centers and things like that.

Q: Did you arrive there before the attack on the embassy?

McGHEE: Just about simultaneous with it. | think it was a day or two after we arrived. |
wasn't actually there to see it. | was doing something in my apartment. We could look
across from where we were and see it. We were in an apartment in a place called Punta
Payteya. Panama City is located on this kind of crescent shaped inlet in the Gulf of
Panama and you could actually look across the inlet to the embassy which | guess was a
mile and a half or two miles away. You could see directly across to it and we could see all
the activity going on over there and the smoke from the cars, etc., etc. When | went in the
next day everything was covered with red paint.

Q: As the new boy on the block more or less when you arrived, what were you getting both
prior to your going off from the desk in Washington and as soon as you arrived, what were
American interests there?

McGHEE: That was very confused to say the least. The administration hadn't entirely
decided what our interests were. The Department of State saw the democracy opposition
movement in Panama as part of the process that was going on in many other places in
South America. This was right at the time when many Latin American countries were
moving from military to civilian regimes. There had been recent elections in Argentina and
Uruguay. Really the democracy movement was in full swing in Latin America. In the State
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Department at least, what was happening in Panama was considered to be part of that
process. | would say there was less enthusiasm for it in other quarters.

In Panama you had the anomalous or unique situation of there being not merely the
embassy but also the headquarters of the Southern Command at Fort Heights and

the Panama Canal Commission and lots going on in terms of U.S. interests. In a very
small country, little over 2.2 or 2.5 million people, there was an immense U.S. presence
including retired Canal employees. The Canal Zone itself didn't exist anymore when | got
there. It had been abolished by the Panama Canal Treaties. There were still a number

of Americans that worked for the Canal Commission, not the way it had been in previous
times but still | would say that the work force at the Canal at the time | got there was about
85 percent Panamanian and 15 percent American. The Panamanian portion was growing.

There was a heavy tempo of operations out of the U.S. bases there of both supporting a
variety of anti narcotics and training missions further south in Latin America. Also there
was a certain amount of activity involving DEA, the Drug Enforcement Agency, and quite
frankly there was some Contra business being done there by the Agency. The Southern
Command had about six or seven thousand personnel stationed in Panama plus three
times that number of dependents, many of them living off base. | would say there were
about 7,000 living off base. They had personnel scattered all over South America and the
last thing that the Southern Command needed was to have its base of operations wracked
by civil disorder. | would say that their view of the democracy movement in Panama was
ambivalent at best. The Agency had a very close relationship with General Noriega who
prior to becoming a commander of the defense forces had for 12 years been the chief of
intelligence for the Panama defense forces. That meant he had worked closely with them
on any number of things.

The Canal Commission had its own business to do. They were supposed to be involved
in the process of deconstructing the U.S. presence. The Panama Canal Treaties covered
a progressive Panamization of the Canal that was to take place over 20 years. In fact it
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will end at the end of next year. | think it is noon on December 31st 1999 that the final
hand over takes place. At the time that | arrived in 1987 the Canal Commission was half
Panamanian and half American with an American chairman. In 1989 it was to change. It
would stay half Panamanian and half American but it would have a Panamanian chairman
so that the majority of it now would be Panamanian.

With all of these things taking place, of all these elements of the American presence in
Panama the embassy was the least important element in the eyes of the Panamanians
and | would say also in the eyes of the Americans. When this democracy movement
popped up suddenly the embassy was vaulted into the forefront; no longer just a place to
take care of VIP visitors, etc., etc., but suddenly an important political movement that was
a brand new factor.

Q: What about in this highly charged political situation with a sort of unclear mandate

for the embassy and all with the American military wanting one thing and others wanting
another thing, but we had our marching order. Can you talk about the ambassador and his
role because it would seem this would be a place where you would want to have a rather
strong person, either professional or somebody who comes from outside but comes with a
lot of clout?

McGHEE: | would say that Ambassador Davis was not without clout but more to the point
he was certainly in full accord with what the Department wanted to do. The assistant
secretary was Elliot Abrams and he saw promoting fair representative democracy in
Panama as being a priority goal for us. To that extent there was no problem. Ambassador
Davis was fully in accord with that and he was quite supportive of the democracy
movement, as was his daughter.

He was a widower but his daughter resided in Panama with him. Her name was Susan
Davis. She was divorced and used her maiden name. She was quite active, in fact in
my view almost too active given that they were diplomats in a foreign country and not
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members of the Panamanian voting public. The ambassador also met frequently with the
members of the opposition. He would have them over to his home sometimes in quite
large groups. He was very encouraging to the opposition and didn't hesitate to express
support of the U.S. government for the opposition movement.

| would say that the Southern Command was also not fundamentally opposed to seeing
more democracy in Panama as long as it didn't interfere with their operations. | would say
from my own point of view that our biggest problem was with the Agency.

Q: When you say the Agency we are talking about the CIA.

McGHEE: | am talking about the CIA, the Central Intelligence Agency. | think they were the
least enthusiastic about all of this. They had, | believe, felt that they needed unimpeded
and no questions asked type of access to facilities in Panama to further what they were
doing in places like Nicaragua in particular, but also Salvador. They viewed Noriega as a
valuable resource. | guess it is a matter of opinion and | am not the best qualified person
to give that opinion, but | think they valued what he brought them on questions like Cuba in
particular. Noriega had quite good relations with his counterparts in Cuba as well as in the
United States with us. He would bring information in and pass it along from time to time so
this was valued too.

| think that there was some real question within the Agency as to whether we wanted
someone other than Noriega to be in charge in Panama. | think they considered him to

be dependable and ultimately supportive of the goals that we were trying to achieve in
Central America as a whole. | think that is a dubious proposition but nevertheless this was
the situation and there was a lot of pushing and shoving within the U.S. to see who would
control this policy.

There was an effort made at one point to get the Agency to try to talk Noriega into going
off quietly, resigning. He had plenty of money stashed away in Europe and the deal was
to be that we would let him go his own way and wouldn't bother him, that he would just
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pack up and go. The embassy was kept in the dark about a lot of what was happening but
| saw no evidence that this message was ever effectively delivered. Of course then events
evolved in such a way that it became too late for any such message to have any effect.

Q: You arrived and then there is this demonstration at the embassy, it shows that relations
were no longer close and friendly with the powers that be.

McGHEE: Demonstrating against Noriega had already been going on for a couple

of months by the time that | got there. This was just another incident. In effect we hit
the Panamanian government very hard over this noting that it was their responsibility
for security for the embassy etc., etc. In fact the Panamanians paid to have the
building repainted and they paid some amount for the damage that was done by the
demonstrators, in effect acknowledging that it was their responsibility.

Q: Did you feel when you got there from your fellows at the embassy and all that Noriega
was the problem and that Noriega in a way had to go? Was that sort of the feeling
Embassy wise?

McGHEE: That was the Embassy feeling. Noriega was at the heart of the matter. He was
sitting at the top of a institution that had really sort of been put together on an ad hoc
basis beginning in 1968 69 when the last elected President of Panama, Arnulfo Arias,

was thrown out by a military coup a few days after he was elected. Arias was one of these
figures that pops up over and over again. It happens in other Latin American countries too:
Juan Peron went away and came back, Balaguer in the Dominican Republic.

Arnulfo Arias was elected President for the first time in the '40s and was in effect forced
out by us because he was at that time very right wing. He was Peronist and hence was
viewed as being pro Nazi during the War. We weren't about to have any of that so he was
elected and bounced out. Then he was reelected again in the '50s; | don't know exactly
when it was, '54 or '55 | think possibly '56. He ran the country for two years but again he
fell foul of the armed forces and there was a coup. At that point it wasn't an armed forces
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it was really a national police force. They called themselves the National Guard back then,
Guarde de National.

In '56 or '58 he was besieged in the presidential palace during this coup and a delegation
from the defense forces led by a lieutenant colonel went in to try to negotiate a surrender.
No one knows quite what happened but it appears that Arias' wife shot this guy to death
while he was under a flag of truce and of course when the defense forces finally got hold
of him he was banned from the country for life. But as these things go, that was really only
for six or seven years.

He was back again running for President in '67 or '68 but by this time the defense forces
were dead set against having him back. He was viewed as anathema. He made a deal
before the election campaign that if he were elected he would not tamper with the national
guard. He would let them go their own way and would be commander in chief but would
not make any sudden moves. Well as soon as he was elected he went back on that
agreement and he appointed his own man to be head of the national guard. Within a
couple of days there was a coup and Arias ended up fleeing to a hotel inside the Canal
Zone from which he made press statements for a few days. Eventually he flew off to the
States.

At that point there was a junta with the key members being a couple of colonels: Boris
Martinez and Torrijos. Within a year Martinez and Torrijos had a falling out. Torrijos was
on a trip to Mexico and Martinez took over the government and declared that Torrijos was
banned and exiled for life. Normally that would have been that but Torrijos wouldn't take it
sitting down. He came back from Mexico and flew into David which is in the west.

It just so happens that at the time the province commander was a lieutenant colonel
named Manuel Noriega. He could easily have arrested Torrijos and been a hero with
Martinez but instead he decided to back Torrijos and gave him vehicles and troops. They
drove down the coast highway to Panama City and it ended up that it was Martinez that
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went into exile and Torrijos took over. That vaulted Noriega within a couple of years

into the position that he wanted which was chief of intelligence. He sat there as chief of
intelligence for 12 years collecting information on everyone and everything and cementing
his ties with the U.S., the Central Intelligence Agency and with the Cubans, Sandinistas
and with just about everyone you can name.

Q: Had this democracy movement which you say started about six months before you
arrived...

McGHEE: It wasn't quite six months it was more like two or three months.

Q: Was that internally generated or was that coming from exile groups in the United States
or elsewhere? Did it have support beyond its borders?

McGHEE: Some of the early leaders felt themselves to be under threat from Noriega and
it's not uncommon for the upper classes, for the economic elite in Panama, to keep some
of their wealth outside of the country as a kind of fall back position. A number of these
people had moved to the States and were working in Washington or in Miami against
Noriega. Fundamentally this was an internal movement. It was middle class and upper
class economically by and large.

There was no important outside help other than the fact that given the importance of the
United States presence in Panama and the important role that the United States played

in Panamanian history, these people were sophisticated enough to understand that this
was not going to go anywhere unless it was supported or at least accepted by America.
One thing that they got early on from both the State Department and the embassy was the
promise that as part of our general support for democratization throughout Latin America,
that we also supported this kind of a development in Panama.

Yes, in that sense there was a role for outsiders but in terms of organization and
financing, there wasn't much financing, and the organization was pretty loose too.
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There were a number of “opposition” parties in the Panamanian assembly and they of
course supported the democracy movement. But that was also where the key backing,
the key organizational push for all this came from, it was through these opposition
parties. Arnulfo Arias had by this time returned to Panama. He was ancient and in fact
he died in | guess the beginning of '‘89. At one point there had been some thought of
running him for President yet again. His was the largest of the opposition parties. There
was also a Christian Democratic party that received some encouragement from the
Christian Democratic International. This was headed by confusingly another Arias; many
Panamanians are named Arias.

| forgot but as part of the Canal Treaty one of the things that we insisted on when the
Canal Treaty was written was that the Panamanian national guard establish a real military
element. In other words up until that time it had simply been a national police force.

We insisted that if Panama were going to take over the Canal it also had to take over
responsibility for security of the Canal given that this was in the time of terrorism etc.,

etc. Beginning in '79 the national guard changed its name to the Forces de Defensa de
Panama, FDP, and it established a number of real military units: three infantry battalions,
a squadron of armored cars, commando units, some helicopter units, etc., etc. Enough
capable of providing a military security presence for the Canal when eventually the Canal
became fully in Panamanian hands because the Canal treaties also provided for the
closure of all of the U.S. bases in Panama.

At that time we still had three major facilities: Fort Clagman which was the army; Rodman
Naval Base which was the navy's facility at the Pacific side of the Panama Canal; and
Howard Air Force Base which was just outside Panama City on the other side of the
Canal. Plus on the Atlantic side, the Caribbean side, we had a number of smaller facilities
including still the jungle school. We were still all over the place.

Q: What was your job? You say you were number two in the political section, what was
your job? What were you doing?
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McGHEE: For a country of its size, the political section was quite large. We had a labor
officer whose job was to really follow labor issues involving Panamanian unions that
worked in the former Canal Zone. We had a pol mil section with two officers, then we had
your classic political section doing internal and external. | was in charge of the internal and
external although with the upheavals that occurred in the months after | arrived at post,
my role changed somewhat because the United States undertook an effort to negotiate
Noriega's departure from Panama.

Unfortunately at about that same time a couple of prosecutors in Florida indicted Noriega
for drug trafficking. It rather undermined Washington's contention that we were prepared
to offer Noriega a safe retirement somewhere abroad. Noriega was no fool. He realized
that his safest place was right where he was right now running Panama. Nevertheless

the State Department continued to pursue this negotiation effort and pursued it through a
special envoy, a guy named Mike Kozak who was selected to do this essentially because
he had worked on the Canal treaties and then therefore was held to have known Panama.

In fact all of the folks that were running the Panama business had stayed on. For instance
Dick Wyrough the country director for Panama in ARA was a retired military officer who
had spent the last 10 12 years of his career working on Panama. The idea was that

all of these folks knew Panama well. They knew the bases. They had been on and off

the bases. How much any of these guys knew was debatable. Wyrough didn't speak of
word of Spanish and in spite of all the time he had worked on Panama he never lived in
Panama. | don't think he had seen much of it except what he saw out of car windows or
something like that.

Be that as it may, these guys thought they could talk Noriega down out of a tree and that
Is what they were doing for the first six months or so that | was there. The embassy was
not involved. In fact one of Noriega's conditions for all of this was that the embassy could
have no role in this whatsoever. He viewed the embassy as being part of the opposition
at this point. Kozak sat up in Washington and would fly in and out of Howard and have
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these talks with Noriega's people. Never with Noriega himself and | want to underline that.
Noriega never personally took any role in any of these and Kozak never even saw Noriega
for more than a minute or two: introduced, shake hands, “how are you doing?”, that kind of
thing. It was all through intermediaries on Noriega's part as well.

Kozak would fly down to Howard, go off and negotiate with the Panamanians, fly back

to Washington and we would hear about it because someone on the Panamanian side
would call up and say “hey, you know Kozak was here”. We never got any readout from
any of this other than sort of generic word from Washington: “Oh it is going better. Oh we
didn't make much progress.” But no details. Noriega's people, | don't mean the military
now because the senior military officers were absolutely excluded from having any contact
with the embassy, but the PRD, his political party was in touch with us and would pass on
these very colorful accounts of what supposedly went on in Kozak's negotiations. We had
no idea as to whether it was true or not.

Q: What was Kozak's background?

McGHEE: Kozak was from L, Legal, and had been the legal advisor to the Canal
negotiations although after this series of events he was taken on in ARA as a deputy
assistant secretary and stayed in ARA. In fact | believe now he is head of our office in
Havana. He came into the Foreign Service after all.

The upshot of all of this was that Noriega was not behaving as if he had any intention of
leaving. In fact he was rearranging the senior positions in the general staff of the defense
forces, he had taken steps to fortify several of his houses around the country, and he
was making increasingly political speeches. In the past, up to that point, he had been the
antithesis of Torrijos. Torrijos had been a TV every night media star. Noriega preferred
to let the civilians pretend they were running the country. As this went on he more and
more began to take the lead. He was showing no signs of having any intention of going
anywhere.
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He had a daughter who was married to a senior military officer in the Dominican Republic
and in January during the holidays just after New Year's in 1988, he had gone off to visit
her for a weekend. Reports of him flying out of the country had circulated in Panama City
and there was a huge street demonstration celebrating his flight. When he heard that this
was going on he flew back in to the middle of it and had the demonstrators cleared off the
streets in about an hour's time.

In any event this back and forth sort of secret negotiations with Kozak was carrying on and
was supposedly making process. It was very difficult from our point of view to see where
this progress was or to understand what Noriega could have in his mind given that he was
under indictment and was liable to be arrested. It just didn't make any sense.

At a certain point in about February or March of '88 Kozak announced that he had a deal.
We were told by Washington that Noriega was going to resign on this particular morning.
He was going to make a public announcement and then he was going to fly off to Spain
and that was going to be that. In fact it just so happened that this was the same morning
that Ronald Reagan was scheduled to go off to Moscow for an important summit with
Gorbachev. Plans were made for Reagan to respond to this announcement of Noriega's
resignation at Andrews before he got on the plane and flew off to Moscow.

The day came, everybody waited and waited. There was no announcement, no
announcement. No one at the radio station had any indication that there was going to

be an announcement. No one at the commandancea, the FDP headquarters had seen
Noriega and they weren't set up for any kind of announcement. He just was laughing. Plus
during all this morning the President's departure for Moscow was delayed for a half hour,
for 45 minutes, for an hour, for two hours and they were sitting and waiting and waiting.
Noriega never did a thing. No one could track him down. He wouldn't answer any phone
calls and that was the end of that.
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You were getting to my role. The titular President, Artulo del Vaya, had been installed by
Noriega after Noriega had gotten mad at del Vaya's predecessor Barletta. Slightly after
the so called announcement was to have taken place, del Vaya tried, at the urging of the
ambassador, to fire Noriega. This didn't work out. Noriega fired del Vaya instead and del
Vaya went into hiding.

At that point Elliot Abrams announced that we were cutting off all contact. That the
government of Panama was now illegitimate, the people running Panama, and that we
would have no contact with them. Not only that but U.S. citizens were forbidden from doing
any business with them. We would not speak to them on any issue. That lasted about
three or four days because when nothing happened, Washington started asking what's the
government saying about this and about that. The embassy was replying that we weren't
supposed to have any contact with them. “But we didn't mean you weren't supposed to
have any contact.” What was established was that | became the guy that was supposed

to have contact with them while pretending that we weren't. This meant that | could not
call these people at their offices or go to their offices and so | became a denizen of various
warehouses and strange restaurants and boleos.

Q: Boleos being like bars or something?

McGHEE: A boleo is actually a kind of a structure. It is a structure with a roof but with no
walls which is a very popular kind of thing. You needed a roof because the rainy season is
eight months long in Panama but you don't particularly want walls because it is very hot.
Lots of things are set up this way. There are bars and little ad hoc restaurants around that
are in boleos.

They will tell you that there is a boleo at the corner of such and such, so | used to
meet people at their local boleo or | would go to the McDonald's in Punta Payteya and
somebody's driver would come by and pick me up and take me to somewhere. It was a lot
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of unnecessary logistics but anyway that became my role which was to be the contact with
Noriega's people.

Q: What was your impression at this point of the people around Noriega that you were
meeting as far as whither Panama and sort of what was happening and their view of the
United States?

McGHEE: The sort of common place idea in the news media here was that the
Panamanians were ferociously anti American but that wasn't the case at all. Most
Panamanians really appreciated the fact that the link with the U.S., while it had

some major drawbacks, was largely responsible for a stable economy, relatively low
unemployment, and for a host of benefits that Panama had that it might not otherwise
have had. They just wanted a little respect. They wanted to end the situation where we felt
that we could do anything we pleased because we set things up that way back in 1903.

| found very few Panamanians that were truly anti American. Most of them just wanted a
little more breathing room.

In fact many Panamanians didn't want to see all the bases closed. They would like

to see the presence shrunk and maybe some of them closed but they also viewed

the U.S. military presence as a kind of stabilizing factor, as a insurance against gross
misgovernment and not to mention an important source of employment for the economy.
At the same time, as | say, they wanted to be able to run their own affairs for themselves
for the extent that they wanted to.

What you often got from Noriega's people was that they just were convinced that there
just must be some other way out of this. There had to be some sort of a win win solution
to this in which Noriega would be able to save face or to step to the side somehow out of
the limelight but stay on. The United States would get some sort of a reform process in
return that would allow there to be democracy but not too much democracy. Except in a
very few people who were not by the way the people who were most anxious to talk to me,

Interview with Joseph R. McGhee http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001407



Library of Congress

there was little acceptance of the idea that there was a fight to the finish going on here
and either Noriega was going to leave or we were. We weren't about to leave ergo the 800
pound gorilla theory.

Q: Were the people that you were talking to with the Noriega government, did Noriega
have loyalty beyond that accorded to somebody who's got power?

McGHEE: And the ability to put you in a position to make money: power and jobs. No,

| don't think that Noriega was beloved by the general civilian population especially
compared to Torrijos but the defense forces were extremely loyal to him. As a commander
of the defense forces he was much more concerned about the health and well being of the
rank and file than Torrijos ever was. Torrijos's reputation with the men he commanded was
of someone who didn't care about them at all. He was a big partier and he was well known
for taking the plane or helicopter and flying off to someplace at a whim then leaving his
crew and bodyguards and drivers to shift for themselves in the rain while he went off and
had a good time.

That would never happen with Noriega. With Noriega everybody got fed. Everybody got a
roof over their heads and got a chance to sleep. He improved health care, pensions, and
retirees always had a job. Torrijos couldn't be bothered with any of this but Noriega was
very assiduous. If they gave him loyalty he was most loyal to them. He was popular with
the troops, there is no question about that.

Q: Was there sort of the feeling from the time from the embassy's perspective that Noriega
and the defense forces were sort of enjoying thumbing their noses at the Americans?

McGHEE: Yes. | think they enjoyed it immensely. | don't know if you remember the speech
with the machete? Bang, bang, bang. He would tour the country from time to time and he
was famous for making these speeches in which he would threaten the United States and

Interview with Joseph R. McGhee http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001407



Library of Congress

draw a line in the sand and at one of these speeches that CNN was allowed in to film, he
pulled out a machete and was threatening George Bush and banging the machete.

In fact he even threatened me personally in that speech because as time went on and |
became the one that everyone knew, all his folks were talking to, | started to get a lot of
pressure in various ways, just annoying little ways. | had to leave my phone off the hook. |
don't know how they set it up but they had people calling my house around the clock. The
embassy had to give me a radio and | would radio ahead when | wanted to make a phone
call. If somebody had an incoming call for me they would radio me and say put you phone
on the hook. It wasn't a very good system.

He jimmied up a huge campaign against Ambassador Davis and his daughter and against
John Maisto the DCM. At the airport when you came out of the arrivals area and started

to drive out of the airport there was a giant billboard with pictures of Ambassador Davis,
his daughter and John Maisto on it and it said persona non grata. Then it had American
imperialist on it. There was another copy of that same billboard that was put up in a vacant
lot directly across the street from the embassy. They did all of this with a sense of humor.

At sundown every day they would stop all the traffic on this main boulevard that ran

along the Gulf of Panama in downtown Panama City right in front of the embassy. They
would post some policemen out there in front and they would stop all the traffic and make
everyone get out of their cars and stand at attention. They would play the national anthem
while the flag was lowered on this little flagpole over in Balboa Park which was just down
the street. Everybody would salute and stand there with these huge speakers blaring right
at the embassy. Panama is an example of one of these the smaller the country, the longer
the national anthem. It was something like five and a half minutes long. You would have
this thing going every day at the same time. They were good at little things like that.

Q: What about the opposition, did you have much to do with the opposition? How would
you characterize it?
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McGHEE: | knew them all. They were nice people and they were committed to what

they were doing but they weren't prepared to go all they way to turn it into an all out fight
against Noriega. Really in the end | think the opposition was counting on us to come to
their rescue. They were prepared to demonstrate and to run an anti Noriega election
campaign in '89 which they did and did successfully, but they weren't going to take to

the streets. The core of the opposition was the middle class and the upper middle class
and some wealthier people and they just weren't willing to put it all at risk to do this. They
would go so far and no further which doesn't mean that they were without guts or anything
like that.

Some frightening things occurred. There was a famous picture on the cover of Time
magazine with Billy Ford covered with his bodyguards blood being beaten by policemen.
Things got harrier too because Noriega at one point established a special force which
were, lets say some rather rough elements that were organized into paramilitary units.
They weren't armed most of the time but they were not nice people. There used to always
be a handful of them across the street from my house hooting and yelling any time | came
and went. As | said, they were a pretty rough group.

Q: You were having these non formal contacts with the Noriega government; they were
giving you a very difficult time. At the same time | assume that these weren't clandestine
getting together with people?

McGHEE: Some of these people were very uncertain about where they stood. Two of

my contacts, Mario Ronnoni and Issac Conono at various times held ministries in the
government. They were very much pro Noriega and they were PRD, but at the same time
they were in a quandary. They were very friendly towards the United States. Ronnoni was
a graduate of Georgia Tech and certainly didn't want to end up being banned from the
United States for life. There is no question that these contacts with us were authorized

on some level but these guys were not in the military. There was certainly a hard line
within the PRD that was opposed to any kind of contact with the embassy. | think they
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felt themselves to be on shaky ground. They were never certain when they might find
themselves under attack for seeing me.

When they saw my name in the newspapers they got nervous. There was an incident in
mid 1988 when there was an Argentine military officer named Colonel Senildeed who had
been sort of quietly removed from Argentina at the time that the military government fell.
He was sent to Panama to be an instructor at the FDP military school. Senildeed one fine
day pops up in northwestern Argentina attempting to organize a military revolt against

the government. The question was asked how did he get there and how on earth could
this have happened? The FDP, the Panamanian military, flew him down to Uruguay and
helped him arrange to get a boat across the Plata to Argentina to organize this. The idea
that Noriega had in the back of his mind was that the junta in Buenos Aires would be more
supportive of him, Noriega, and would help end his isolation.

There was no doubt of what happened. The revolt was a failure. Senildeed had a few
people at the barracks that he occupied that revolted with him. The rest of the army stayed
loyal to the government. He was arrested and that was the end of that.

| had gotten around to a number of my contacts to underline that this was serious
business. They were getting themselves in deeper than they knew and were playing with
fire if they were trying to encourage the overthrow of democratic regimes elsewhere in
Latin America. One of the people that | talked to was a legislator named Louis Gomez.
He apparently became concerned that someone might have overheard our conversation
or seen us talking so he rushed down to the newspapers to denounce. There was a huge
headline in the newspaper the next day: “McGhee is conspiring against Panama.” It went
on and on and said we're spreading lies. This kind of thing made other people that were
talking to me extremely nervous. The same thing happens when Noriega makes a speech
and mentions me by name. They begin scratching their heads and saying “Well are we
really supposed to be doing this?”
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For instance when | would have to go and see Ronnoni, his brother had a kind of a fly by
night transport company out of a warehouse in the dock area of Panama City and it was
near the embassy warehouse. What | would do was | would have a car take me down to
the embassy warehouse then | would pop out the gate in the back wall and hustle down
the alley and pop in the rear gate of the Ronnoni brothers warehouse, Carels Chilicanos.
| would go up and see him in the office up in the back of the warehouse. That was just his
way of trying to protect himself. Other times he would be more relaxed and | would see
him at his house or | would see him someplace else. Usually they tried to do it at some
place where they wouldn't be seen by passers by, by people that might run off to the party
or to the newspaper and say “I saw Ronnoni talking to an American.” A lot of them were
not quite sure enough of where they stood.

Q: What about the CIA, the station chief and others, did they have any contact with you or
try to tell you to lay it off? Was it obvious that they were playing a different game or not?

McGHEE: The real problem was that no matter what the issue was if we said it was black,
the CIA said it was white. They just opposed us right down the line and we just found that
anything that we reported was immediately countered. It was sort of like anything that
came out of Panama was a wash.

It culminated in the reporting on the election campaign of ‘89 when we said that the
opposition was going to win 60 percent or above and the Agency said no, no they had
independent polling that they had done which unfortunately we can't show you. They
wouldn't show us the numbers. | think they were using polling that had been given to them
by Noriega in effect. They said it was (or wasn't) going to be a wash, it would be 50 to 49.9
and Noriega would be able to manipulate the vote without anybody being able to notice.

In fact when Noriega stopped the vote counting, the opposition had nearly 75 percent of
the vote. In my view the upshot of this was that we virtually canceled each other out. The

Interview with Joseph R. McGhee http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001407



Library of Congress

administration didn't really have a plan for what it wanted to do when Noriega in effect
nullified the election.

Just to give you another example, there was a long controversy over whether we

should be doing more or doing less in terms of trying to use unconventional methods to
undermine Noriega, either with the public in general or within the armed forces. At one
point the NSC approved giving a radio transmitter to the opposition so that they could
broadcast anti government messages. There was the technical side of this to be taken
care of. Someone had to get a hold of the thing physically (it was in a couple of suitcases)
and give it to someone in the opposition and show them how to work it. This was an NSC
decision. This wasn't something that someone came up with.

The Agency said well we will give you the equipment but we won't be a party to delivering
it. How the hell do they get away with that? This is something the President decided.
Instead we had to get some poor putz FSO who had no idea how to work it. He had to get
kind of half ass instructions on how the thing ran, and then drive it out in his own car and
give it to these people and show them how to run it. What kind of thing is this? | don't think
the Agency covered themselves with glory in Panama.

Q: What about the American military, did they sort of stay out of this at that time or how did
they feel about it?

McGHEE: They tried their best to just stay out of it altogether but the problem was that we
were in effect trying to bully Noriega into leaving or to bully someone in the defense forces
into getting rid of him. It was a close call. There was an attempted coup against him at one
point. Why it failed when people knew what was still up in the air, | don't have any idea.
Suffice it to say, we did nothing to help the coup plotters. This was in about March of '88 |
believe, it was in the spring of ‘88 anyway. It failed and the people that attempted the coup
were rounded up and went off to some very hard prison for a year and a half.
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The attempt to bully Noriega and the Panamanians through sanctions and thinly veiled
threats that we were prepared to go in and snhatch him at some point, etc., etc., etc., all

of the effect of this was nullified by the fact that we had 7,000 U.S. military spouses and
children living within a two mile radius of the commandancia. There were hostages walking
the streets. | think Noriega never really felt threatened through all of this.

Q: The normal thing if situations get tense, we do it all the time, is to say dependents go
home.

McGHEE: In fact at the beginning of the 1989 election campaign the embassy attempted
to get DOD and the State Department to do that. We drafted a cable that said we've been
threatening this guy and pussy footing around but effectively our only policy was to pray
every night that he would step on the soap in the shower. What we said in this (it was
originally drafted as a dissent channel cable) was that you are never going to make this
man feel threatened as long as he can see, looking out his window, all these helpless
Americans within his grasp. Before this election campaign gets too far along, we ought to
clear everybody out; get this underbrush out of the way. That's the way to let Noriega know
that we mean business and that we mean to force him to hold an honest election.

As | said it was drafted originally as a dissent message by myself, Michael Polt and Mark
Sigler from the political section. We gave it to the ambassador in that form. Ambassador

Davis says “This is right on the money | want to sign it too.” We said “Mr. Ambassador

if you sign it, it is not a dissent anymore.” He said “Well | want to sign it.” In effect it

went out as a message from the post saying that we should get the dependents and the

unnecessary personnel out of the way.

The Southern Command should stop tiptoeing around the FDP and should begin doing all
the things that was permitted by treaty to do. They had stopped sending convoys back and
forth between posts and doing a large number of things to steer clear of the FDP. We said
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that was wrong. They should be intimidating the FDP every chance they get. You have to
not just talk tough, you have to get tough.

In fact the message also got an endorsement from Fred Verner who was the general and
commander in chief at Southern Command: “I agree with this completely.” If we are going
to be serious about this we ought to be serious about getting our people out of harm's
way. But it got no reaction at all out of Washington and nothing was done to evacuate
unessential personnel and dependents until after the election fiasco.

Q: I remember there were policies if | recall freezing funds and stopping visas and things
like that. Had that been done while you were there too?

McGHEE: Oh yes. That was all done while | was there. As | said we were also forbidden
to have any transactions of any kind with the Panamanian government. This led to some
weird things like we were forbidden to pay our electric bills because the electric company
was owned by the Panamanian government and the money went into official coffers.
Time went by and we didn't pay and they began to threaten that they were going to

turn everyone's electricity off. Most people lived in apartments but the apartments had
individual meters. Washington said “Don't worry. We know what's going on down there
and they wouldn't dare to turn your electricity off.” It went back and forth and time went on.
One Sunday morning pop, pop, pop, pop, pop, everybody's electricity went off. So for two
weeks we sat there in the middle of brightly lit Panama City in the dark. Finally Washington
caved and they hired some lawyer and paid the money to the lawyer. The lawyer went off
and gave it to the electric company; some fictional route to pay the electric bill.

Another thing is that individual officers weren't allowed to renew their license plates. As
people's tags on their cars went out of date, the embassy started renting them cars. Every
single person in the mission had a rented car by the time | left Panama. | suspect that we
were paying 50,000 to 100,000 a month to rent cars.
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Q: As you were sitting around in the embassy and you were getting either one, a lack or
two, direction that didn't make much sense, did you have any feel for who was calling or
not calling the shots?

McGHEE: It wasn't a lack of direction. The direction was very clear that the Department
wanted to aid the democracy movement in Panama. That was crystal clear but there was
no consensus in the government as to how seriously we were prepared to do it. We were
prepared to say all the right things but we weren't prepared to do anything that lived up the
rhetoric. As a result of this, over time we backed ourselves into a position where the only
thing left for us to do was to launch a military operation to take Noriega out which is what
happened. It happened because we ourselves, principally through indecision, rendered all
the other options useless.

Q: Did you have any feeling from where you sat as to what the problem was? Were there
conflicting ideas? This is both the end of the Reagan and the beginning of the Bush
administrations. There wasn't any hand at the helm or what?

McGHEE: No it wasn't that at all. | mentioned before that there was this effort to talk
Noriega into leaving that culminated with the little fiasco at Andrews. At that point then, or
soon after this, there was an attempted coup. After the attempted coup the administration
effectively said no more. It was coming into the summer, it was May or June '88 and the
elections were in November of '88. It wasn't said in so many words, but the point of the
instructions that we got was clearly that this was to be in effect downplayed. There was to
be no more activism on Panama prior to the election day. Panama was going on the back
burner and nobody wanted to read about it in the papers.

Q: We are talking about our election in the U.S.

McGHEE: Yes, I'm talking about the U.S. presidential elections.
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Q: This is Bush versus Dukakis.

McGHEE: In effect the embassy was instructed to tread water for the next four or five
months which is what we did. We did nothing but run around and write reports and talk to
people and wait for the rain to stop. After Bush won the election things began to move a
little bit. George Bush became President in January of '89 and it was in the course of all of
this that Noriega decided to hold an election.

Noriega thought to get his own man elected President because he saw this as a means

of kind of breaking the deadlock. Having a legitimate election that his fellow Carlos Dukai
would win would enable him to go back to at least the other Latin Americans and possibly
to the Europeans and say now that we have a legitimate civilian government in place,
you've got to knock off the sanctions. The sanctions were hurting. They weren't hurting the
people in power but they were certainly hurting the Panamanians as a whole.

Q: You left in '89. Where did this fit into developments in Panama?

McGHEE: The failed elections took place in the beginning of May of '89. Immediately
afterwards there was quite a bit of violence and so dependents and unessential personnel
were evacuated. My departure came in late September of '89 and operation “Just Cause”
which finally ended up with Noriega's arrest took place in | think November, so about eight
weeks after | left.

Q: What was the situation as seen from the embassy? The election was held in you say
May was it?

McGHEE: Yes it was May first or something like that.

Q: Could you tell the developments as you saw them regarding the election and the
aftermath?
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McGHEE: Basically the opposition ran an excellent campaign. They managed surprisingly
to back a single candidate whose name was Gia Mondara otherwise known as Kuchungo.
He had I think Billy Ford, and Arias the head of the Christian Democrats ran for Vice
President on his ticket. They swept the vote everywhere. There was a determined attempt
at fraud on the part of Noriega and the defense forces but the sheer size of vote for the
opposition which as | said was over 70 and even approaching 75 percent, was far bigger
than they expected.

The FDP had been doing some polling. | had been hearing from various people that there
were FDP people out of uniform (you could spot them a mile away) going around and
polling. Of course the Panamanians being smart never tell the truth to a pollster and so
the FDP was convinced that the vote was going to split down the middle. They had been
prepared for that sort of result and they weren't prepared for the overwhelming defeat.

The type of intervention in the vote count that would have been required simply wasn't
possible because there were international observers there. Jimmy Carter was there
staying at the Marriott Hotel and the vote center was in the ballroom of the Marriott. The
necessary preparation for massive manipulation of the result was not there so they just
shut down the vote count and annulled the vote. That was kind of the end of it.

The opposition tried to hold a victory rally the next day. It was broken up by the defense
forces and a couple of people were killed including Billy Ford's bodyguard. The opposition
candidates went into hiding and the opposition pretty much ceased any real organized
activity. The radio station that | mentioned before was discovered and the people that were
running it were arrested, including an American citizen. That was it. It was sort of sewn up
tighter than a drum.

My contacts dried up completely because they were all scared to death with the exception
of the current President of Panama Ernesto P#rez Balladares who had repeatedly refused
offers from Noriega to come in the government as prime minister or as finance minister.
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P#rez Balladares saw the handwriting on the wall and realized that any short term gain
that he got from associating with Noriega would be to his detriment in the long term so he
stayed out of it. He maintained some contact with us but pretty much things dried up after
that. The embassy was down to a skeleton staff and | got myself assigned to Northern Gulf
Affairs and went back to the Department.

Q: When you left in September '89 was there the general feeling both in the embassy
and outside, or was it mixed, that OK this has gone on and Panama is essentially our
responsibility and up with this we will not put.

McGHEE: | would say that within the embassy, people 